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ABSTRACT
The athletic training profession has a high prevalence of burnout. Similar to what has been
found in other healthcare professions, burnout is correlated with lack of job satisfaction, high
turnover, and decreased productivity. In phase one of this study, the purpose was to investigate
the potential relationship between perceived career meaning and burnout among certified athletic
trainers (ATs). In phase two, the purpose of the study was to explore the lived experiences of
meaningfulness and purposefulness by ATs. The overall objective was to generate an
understanding of factors associated with burnout in order to propose meaningful changes in job
design to prevent burnout and attrition by certified athletic trainers. Phase one study sample
consisted of 471 participants. They participated in a survey conducted online through Qualtrics
using the Maslach Burnout Inventory, Work and Meaning Inventory, and Warwick-Edinburgh
Mental Well-being Index. In phase two, I interviewed 8 participants using an interview guide to
facilitate discussion of participants’ lived experiences of career as a source of meaning and
purpose.
Results: working in a single role compared to multiple roles significantly predicted positive
meaning in career for ATs (p=.04); ATs experienced higher rates of emotional exhaustion
(p<.001) and depersonalization (p<.001) than other healthcare professionals; meaningful work
predicted emotional exhaustion (p<.001), depersonalization (p<.001), and sense of personal
accomplishment (p<.001); burnout predicted mental well-being (p<.001); emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment predicted mental well-being (p<.001).
Findings were corroborated by themes emerging from qualitative data, which indicated that
contributors to meaning among ATs included service, ability to set boundaries to ensure selfcare, and having reliable support systems and mentorship. Detractors of meaningful careers were
misunderstandings of the profession, feeling underappreciated, and experiencing high stress
levels. The ATs who were interviewed felt torn between a sense of purpose and dissatisfaction.
Findings indicated career meaningfulness could be a protective factor for burnout. These
findings implied efforts are needed to minimize detractors to career meaning and enhance
contributors to meaning in the AT profession by redesigning clinical practice, broadening
professional development opportunities, and enhancing education to equip ATs with the
necessary skills to ward off burnout.
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Chapter 1: Problem and Domain of Inquiry
In the healthcare professions, burnout is a significant concern (Kania et al., 2009;
Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011).
This problem is more acute in healthcare than in other professions (Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle,
Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011). Burnout can
occur because of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and a sense that one has no personal
accomplishment (Eason et al., 2018; Giacobbi, 2009; Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al.,
2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011). Persistent burnout can lead
to decreased productivity and job satisfaction and higher turnover rates in the profession (Eason
et al., 2018, Kania et al., 2009; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011).
These outcomes of burnout have been observed among certified athletic trainers (Cayton &
Valovich McLeod, 2020; Eason et al., 2018; Lindley, 2019b; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018;
Oglesby et al., 2020). This significant problem in the profession of athletic training indicated a
need to investigate factors that predisposed the professionals to burnout, and factors that could be
protective. Lack of job satisfaction has been identified as a critical factor associated with burnout
and attrition in athletic training. Also, there are indications that meaning in one’s career as an
athletic trainer could be one way of addressing this problem (Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Eason
et al., 2018; Martela & Pessi, 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020). Therefore, the research questions
guiding this research study were: 1) What was the lived experience of career as a source of
meaning among certified athletic trainers? 2) What were the relationships among perceived
career meaningfulness, burnout, and well-being for certified athletic trainers?
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Problem Statement
This research study investigated the relationships among perceived career
meaningfulness, burnout, and well-being for certified athletic trainers in the United States. I also
explored the extent to which meaningfulness explained burnout.
Research Questions
Phase One:
1. In which professional setting do certified athletic trainers report the most meaning in their
careers?
2. To what extent do certified athletic trainers experience symptoms of burnout as a result of
their work?
3. Is career meaningfulness a significant predictor of burnout among certified athletic
trainers in the USA?
4. Is perceived burnout a significant predictor of mental well-being among certified athletic
trainers in the USA?
Phase Two:
5. What is the personal experience of career as a source of meaning for certified athletic
trainers?
Research Hypotheses
Phase One:
1. Perceived meaning in one’s career is protective against burnout among certified athletic
trainers.
2. The less meaningful certified athletic trainers perceive their careers to be, the more likely
they are to experience burnout.
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Phase Two:
In phase two of the study, I explored the lived experiences of career as meaningful and perceived
burnout among certified athletic trainers using a phenomenological design.
Significance of the Study
This dissertation study is significant because the data gathered have the potential to
improve the lives of certified athletic trainers (AT), athletic training students, and other
healthcare professionals. Burnout has been identified as a contributor to various forms of mental
illness including depression, anxiety, and overall negative thought patterns (Chang et al., 2017;
Crutcher et al., 2018; Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Oglesby et al., 2020). In addition, burnout leads to
physical exhaustion with physical symptoms such as headaches, elevated blood pressure,
sleeplessness, elevated BMI, and substance misuse and abuse (Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Oglesby
et al., 2020; Pisarik, 2009). Furthermore, the results of this study have the potential to directly
impact educational practices for health care professionals, institutional policies and procedures,
and public health in general. By addressing the issue of burnout in athletic training and other
healthcare professions, we can promote health and wellbeing for all (Cayton & Valovich
McLeod, 2020; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eason et al., 2018; Kania et al., 2009; Lindley,
2019b; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto,
2011). It is important to note that burnout has been observed among subsets of certified athletic
trainers, where it has led to negative consequences for the profession as well as for the affected
individuals (Cayton & Valovich McLeod, 2020; Oglesby et al., 2020). In two recent systematic
reviews, the investigators concluded that further research was needed to examine the relationship
between burnout and work quality among certified athletic trainers, and the possible coping
strategies to protect them against its consequences (Cayton & Valovich McLeod, 2020; Oglesby
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et al., 2020). This study responds to the above identified need and has the potential to further
facilitate conversation and thus address this issue, meeting the need for the athletic training
profession to equip professionals with tools for coping with burnout (Cayton & Valovich
McLeod, 2020; Oglesby et al., 2020).
Improvements to Healthcare
Further research in burnout, turnover, and work-life balance among athletic trainers can
potentially benefit healthcare (Cayton & Valovich McLeod, 2020; Mazzerolle, Pitney, et al.,
2018; Oglesby et al., 2020). First, this research can contribute to programming for improvement
of the working conditions of certified athletic trainers. Understanding burnout from the
perspective of these professionals can provide valuable insight and foundational knowledge for
future research and policy making to protect these professionals from the negative effects of
burnout such as decreased job satisfaction and high turnover (Cayton & Valovich McLeod, 2020;
Eason et al., 2018; Giacobbi, 2009; Kania et al., 2009; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al.,
2020; Pinto, 2011; Voll, 2017).
Secondly, some of the issues facing professionals in athletic training may be similar to
those in other healthcare occupations. Burnout is higher in healthcare than in non-healthcare
professions (Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017;
Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011). With this trend in burnout comes decreased performance,
decreased job-satisfaction, and higher turnover rates among affected professionals (Eason et al.,
2018; Eberman et al., 2019; Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby &
Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011). This problem can be harmful to the patients
receiving care from any type of healthcare provider.
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Ultimately, the priority in evidence-based medicine is to improve patient care (Sackett et
al., 1996). Disengaged and stressed healthcare providers who are experiencing burnout can have
degraded performance, or they end up changing jobs, all of which leads to possible poor care
delivered to patients (Bhagia & Tinsley, 2000; Eason et al., 2018; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013;
Gomez-Gascon et al., 2013; Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby &
Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011). Among other problems, professionals
experiencing burnout and stress have an increased likelihood of making mistakes in the delivery
of services. Turnover further degrades care because experienced practitioners leave their
professions (Bhagia & Tinsley, 2000; Cayton & Valovich McLeod, 2020; Gomez-Gascon et al.,
2013; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020). Failure to maintain a consistent,
experienced workforce negatively impacts patient care (Bhagia & Tinsley, 2000; Eberman &
Kahanov, 2013). Exploring this phenomenon in the athletic training profession could improve
the entire healthcare spectrum as understanding of the phenomenon and intervention strategies to
address it improves comprehension of the phenomenon universally (Cayton & Valovich
McLeod, 2020; Oglesby et al., 2020). Finally, this study may be replicated in other professional
settings to increase actionable knowledge of the phenomenon.
Educational Practices
Athletic training students also face burnout (Barrett et al., 2016; Bryant et al., 2019).
Preventing burnout in the profession begins with equipping students with soft skills during their
education (Bray et al., 2014; Davlin-Pater & Rosencrum, 2019). Students learn to embody values
of their preceptors during practicum (Bray et al., 2014; Rager et al., 2019). Such emulation could
be beneficial or harmful to forming these future professionals, depending on what they learn
from their preceptors about treating patients with dignity, patience, and enthusiasm (Bray et al.,
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2014; Rager et al., 2019). Furthermore, the students’ development of confidence, poise, and
adaptability is directly related to the quality of preceptors with whom they engage (Rager et al.,
2019). Therefore, if preceptors are experiencing burnout, they may not guide students properly to
prepare them for ideal practice. This shortfall may lead to the problem of burnout becoming the
norm, with solutions to the problem eluding the profession (Barrett et al., 2016; Benes &
Mazerolle, 2014). Thus, addressing burnout in the field of athletic training can impact the
training of future professionals creating a better foundation for the profession (Barrett et al.,
2016; Benes & Mazerolle, 2014).
Institutional Change
The results from this dissertation could also lead to positive institutional change.
Certified athletic trainers work in various settings, with a variety of job demands (Cayton &
Valovich McLeod, 2020; NATA, 2019). The underlying psychological processes that are found
to be protective against burnout could provide helpful insight into how to help certified athletic
trainers advocate for their well-being within their institutions. Mazerolle, Pitney, and colleagues
(2018) pointed out the importance of organizational policies as a means of workplace climate
control to promote healthy work-life balance for certified athletic trainers. A deeper
understanding of protective factors to burnout identified in this study could inform such policies.
Furthermore, as turnover is a by-product of burnout, individual institutions may benefit
from further investigation of this issue as well as the potential implications for institutional
policy formulation (Cayton & Valovich McLeod, 2020; Eason et al., 2018; Giacobbi, 2009;
Kania et al., 2009; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011). If, the
underlying issue of burnout can be addressed on an institutional level, it is plausible that turnover
could be decreased. When formal organizational policies have been developed, they have proven
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beneficial in achieving higher levels of employees’ work-life balance (Cayton & Valovich
McLeod, 2020; Eberman et al., 2019; Giacobbi, 2009; Gomez-Gascon et al., 2013; Oglesby et
al., 2020). Further, the profession of athletic training can benefit from the findings in this
research. One of the key factors leading to certified athletic trainers leaving the profession and
pursuing opportunities in other allied health care professions is the issue of quality of life (Eason
et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020; Voll, 2017). The findings in this research can illuminate the
underlying issues of quality of life due to poor work-life balance leading to burnout and turnover
in certified athletic trainers.
Public Health
Finally, findings from this dissertation study have the potential to improve public health.
Certified athletic trainers play a pivotal role in public health (Hoffman et al., 2019; NATA, 2019;
Shanley et al., 2019). They enhance access to care, promote healthy behaviors, and prevent
injury and illness as part of their everyday work (Hoffman et al., 2019; NATA, 2019; Shanley et
al., 2019). The findings from this research, and potentially resulting policy changes can improve
the quality of patient care. Burnout has been shown to lead to decreased productivity and
diminished patient care (Cayton & Valovich McLeod, 2020; Eason et al., 2018; Gomez-Gascon
et al., 2013; Kania et al., 2009; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011).
The protection of patient care is a public health issue. Patient care is important on an individual
level, but it goes beyond that because it impacts public health. Certified athletic trainers play a
vital role in the prevention, examination, diagnosis, treatment and rehabilitation of injuries and
medical conditions in many settings and patient populations (NATA, 2018). They provide care in
competitive athletics, performance arts, the military, occupational health, rehabilitation clinics,
public safety, and health clinics where certified athletic trainers work alongside physicians
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(NATA, 2018). As certified athletic trainers expand their reach, using their knowledge to serve
people in a variety of contexts, the issue of burnout and turnover becomes even more important.
Addressing this growing issue in an ever-growing and evolving profession can potentially impact
a large part of the population.
Moreover, these healthcare professionals improve the well-being of the people they serve
uniquely (Shanley et al., 2019). Certified athletic trainers’ services are often provided without
need for health insurance because these professionals are often employed by schools or
contracted by clinics to provide care at local schools or organizations. This unique set-up allows
patients to access services regardless of socioeconomic status. Decreasing turnover and
increasing productivity by addressing burnout in the profession may improve primary care and
maintain access to primary care particularly for individuals without health insurance.
Philosophical Underpinnings of the Research
This research was conducted using an interpretive or constructivist philosophical
perspective allowing for the appreciation of individual differences while seeking to understand
the phenomenon of interest. It was assumed that there would likely be several meaning themes
that emerge due to the individual experiences and perceived meaning of certified athletic trainers
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Seeking to understand career meaning
revealed multiple realities based on the individuals and demographic similarities among
individuals (Meriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 9). Moreover, the interpretive perspective allowed for
and encouraged an open-ended interviewing protocol (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Theoretical Frameworks
Two central theoretical frameworks guided the research questions, hypotheses, the design
of the study, and shaped the collection, analysis, and interpretation of the data. First, the
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transformative philosophy shaped the approach to the research problem. The transformative
philosophy is based on the premise that research is done to promote change in current practices,
particularly within marginalized groups that find it difficult to enact change due to current
structures, politics, and practices (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Within this framework, research is
conducted collaboratively with participants to promote discussion of improvements in the current
societal state (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 25). Certified athletic trainers can be perceived as
marginalized within the field of healthcare due to the overall lack of understanding of the
profession (Lindley, 2019a; Pike Lacy et al., 2019).
Furthermore, certified athletic trainers often do not have the direct, supervisory authority
to change the circumstances of their work environment to alter the high prevalence of burnout
and subsequent attrition. This study provided certified athletic trainers with an opportunity to
reflect on the current structures and practices and contribute to the change process. The
interviews allowed certified athletic trainers the opportunity to discuss appropriate steps needed
for change and to have their voices heard in a safe, anonymous format.
Next, the Social Exchange Theory was used to inform the design of this research and has
been used in other burnout and career meaningfulness studies (Argentzell et al., 2012; Benes &
Mazerolle, 2014; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Dierdroff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et
al., 2015; Ikiugu, Westerfield, et al., 2015; Smith, 1986). This theory provided a central
framework for the development of the study. The Social Exchange Theory states that individuals
act with the expectation of return on the investment of those actions (Campbell et al., 1985;
Roeckelein, 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Smith, 1986). In other words, people choose their
actions with the understanding that those actions lead to results and consequences. Thus, the core
question in this study is, “What makes some certified athletic trainers stay, while others leave the
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profession due to burnout and poor work-life balance?” According to the Social Exchange
Theory, certified athletic trainers likely benefit from continuing in the career. The cost is
outweighed by the perceived benefits of career meaningfulness (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
Therefore, the hypothesis was that the perception of meaning in one’s career as an athletic trainer
was a protective factor because it moderated the effect of burnout.
Research Tradition
This research was conducted using mixed methods (Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Mayoh &
Onwuegbuzie, 2014), with an explanatory sequential design. An initial quantitative phase
produced numerical data, which guided the qualitative follow-up phase to further explain the
findings from quantitative data (Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2014). The
second phase was conducted using a phenomenology framework, in which the goal was to
explore the everyday experiences of the study participants to discover the essence of their lived
experiences of athletic training as a meaningful career (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Mayoh &
Onwuegbuzie, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Tai & Ajjawi, 2016). Using the
phenomenological approach was congruent with the study goal to focus on the participants’ lived
experience (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Devik et al., 2013; Lindseth & Norberg, 2004; Mayoh &
Onwuegbuzie, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Tai & Ajjawi, 2016; Van Manen, 1990).
Phenomenological inquiry begins with identifying a phenomenon of interest that needs to
be explored and understood (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lindseth & Norberg, 2004; Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016; Tai & Ajjawi, 2016; Van Manen, 1990). Emergence of the essence or core of this
phenomenon allows the researcher to recognize the meaning of lived experiences (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). In this study the goal was to understand the lived experience of athletic training as
a meaningful career.
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Definition of Terms
Certified Athletic Trainer (ATC). Certified Athletic Trainers (ATs) are highly
qualified, multi-skilled health care professionals providing services or treatment, under the
direction of or in collaboration with a physician, based on their education, training, and the
state's statutes, rules, and regulations. Athletic trainers provide primary care, injury and illness
prevention, wellness promotion and education, emergent care, examination and clinical
diagnosis, therapeutic intervention, and rehabilitation for injuries and medical conditions.
Athletic trainers are board certified, allied healthcare professionals, who graduate from a
program accredited by the Commission on Accreditation for Athletic Training Education. The
profession has recently transitioned to a master’s degree for entry-level professionals (NATA,
2019).
Burnout. Burnout refers to a psychological syndrome consisting of emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced sense of personal accomplishment (Cayton &
Valovich McLeod, 2020; Eason et al., 2018; Giacobbi, 2009; Kania et al., 2009; Maslach &
Leiter, 2016; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011).
Meaning. This refers to the experience of purpose and fulfillment from one’s personal or
professional life (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Dierdorff & Morgeson,
2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, Mueller, & Reinke, 2015a; Ivtzan et al., 2013; Martela & Pessi, 2018;
Pisarik, 2009).
Phenomenology. This is a qualitative research approach seeks for exploring the
experiences of everyday life regarding a particular phenomenon as described by the subjects to
discover the essence of the lived experience of the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Mayoh
& Onwuegbuzie, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Tai & Ajjawi, 2016).
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Conclusion
Like other healthcare professionals, certified athletic trainers experience high levels of
burnout. Burnout leads to high turnover due to decreased job satisfaction and productivity and
due to poor work-life balance (Cayton & Valovich McLeod, 2020; Eason et al., 2018; Eberman
et al., 2019; Giacobbi, 2009; Gomez-Gascon et al., 2013; Kania et al., 2009; Lindley, 2019b;
Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et
al., 2020; Pinto, 2011; Voll, 2017). Therefore, this dissertation study investigated the
phenomenon of burnout experienced by certified athletic trainers. Participants were asked about
their lived experience as certified athletic trainers. Perceived meaning and purpose in one’s
career may serve as a protective factor to burnout in the field of athletic training. This
investigation has the potential to inform programming to improve the mental and physical wellbeing of certified athletic trainers, and in essence, enhance their retention in the athletic training
profession. The findings may also indicate new educational approaches for certified athletic
trainers, ways of improving public health, and strategies to reduce burnout in other healthcare
professions. Using a phenomenological approach with a constructivist philosophical framework
allowed for an open-ended investigation to further explain the phenomenon of burnout among
certified athletic trainers.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
The primary focus of this dissertation was to investigate the perception of career as a
source of meaning for certified athletic trainers with career meaningfulness as a potentially
protective factor against burnout. Burnout is a complex variable with many underlying causes.
Negative consequences of burnout include fatigue, depression, withdrawal, and headaches,
among others (Cayton & Valovich McLeod, 2020; Chang et al., 2017; Giacobbi, 2009; Kania et
al., 2009; Maslach & Jackson, 1986; Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). In this
chapter, I will contextualize the research study by discussing the following: Athletic training as a
career, meaning derived from careers in general and from an athletic training career in particular,
causes of dissatisfaction with career, and burnout among professionals due to lack of career
meaningfulness and satisfaction.
Athletic Training as a Career
According to the National Athletic Trainers’ Association (NATA), the professional
organization for certified athletic trainers (ATs), ATs are allied healthcare professionals with a
diverse skillset to provide primary care, injury and illness prevention, wellness promotion,
emergent care, examination and clinical diagnosis, and therapeutic intervention and rehabilitation
for a variety of medical conditions and injuries. Certified athletic trainers practice under the
direction of physicians within the contexts of their education and training according to each
state’s laws and regulations (NATA, 2019). Certified athletic trainers serve in many practice
settings and provide services to patient populations including competitive athletics, performing
arts, military, occupational health, rehabilitation clinics, public safety, and in clinics where they
work alongside physicians (NATA, 2018). The exact demands of the job vary across
professional settings. In the traditional settings of secondary or collegiate educational settings,
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ATs work long, irregular hours, travel with sports teams, and work 6-7 days a week. ATs
continue to expand their reach in healthcare, using their knowledge to serve people in various
contexts.
The profession is growing and expanding through professional advocacy efforts led by
the NATA and its members (Pike Lacy et al., 2019). According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics
(2019), the profession was growing at an annual rate of nineteen percent as of 2018, which was
much faster than the average profession. Campaigns such as AT Your Own Risk advocate for the
profession and have expanded the reach of certified athletic trainers by educating the public and
other healthcare providers about the profession (NATA, 2019).
The Commission on Accreditation of Athletic Training Education (CAATE) regulates the
requirements for professional education programs. Athletic trainers must graduate from a
CAATE accredited program having completed both didactic and clinical education components.
After satisfactorily completing a CAATE program, individuals are eligible to sit for their Board
of Certification (BOC) exam, which is the national certifying exam. With continued growth, the
profession has recently undergone a transition to a new degree level. Undergraduate AT
programs may admit students until the fall of 2022. However, at the conclusion of this
dissertation in Spring 2022, most programs had transitioned to the graduate level or withdrawn
from accreditation (NATA, 2020).
Issues Facing the Profession
Certified athletic trainers face a wide array of challenges as well as positive experiences
in their professional lives. This study explores those challenges by identifying positive and
negative experiences of meaning in the career and the syndrome of burnout. One problem that
has surfaced in athletic training is a high rate of burnout and turnover (Cayton & Valovich
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McLeod, 2020; Eason et al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020). This
problem is the result of several factors, including a high-stress work environment, high-pressure
work environment, emotional exhaustion, and poor quality of life, among others (Cayton &
Valovich McLeod, 2020; Eason et al., 2018; Gomez-Gascon et al., 2013; Kania et al., 2009;
Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Oglesby et al., 2020; Voll, 2017). Certified athletic trainers work long,
high-pressure hours, where they consistently attend to the needs of others. This stress has led to
decreased work-life balance (Cayton & Valovich McLeod, 2020; Eberman et al., 2019;
Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020; Voll, 2017).
Lack of work-life balance has been exacerbated by perceived lack of organizational support,
leading to burnout and high turnover among certified athletic trainers (Cayton & Valovich
McLeod, 2020; Eason et al., 2018; Eberman et al., 2019; Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle, Pitney, et
al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Voll, 2017).
Furthermore, athletic training is greatly misunderstood and undervalued (Cayton &
Valovich McLeod, 2020; Lindley, 2019a; NATA, 2019; Pike Lacy et al., 2019). In the athletic
training profession, there is a need for improvement in the education of future professionals, the
education of the public and employers, the legal and practice acts, occupational health of
certified athletic trainers, and adequate pay (Lindley, 2019a; Lindley, 2019b; NATA, 2019;
Oglesby et al., 2020; Pike Lacy et al., 2019). While a recent investigation revealed improvement
in legislators’ understanding of the athletic training profession and its role in health care, they
still significantly lacked knowledge about the training and education of certified athletic trainers
(Pike Lacy et al., 2019). Those formulating the laws and regulations guiding the practice of
certified athletic trainers have inadequate knowledge of best practices for certified athletic
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trainers (Pike Lacy et al., 2019). This lack of knowledge leads to poorly formulated policies that
negatively impact the practice of certified athletic trainers.
Meaning Derived from Career
The phenomenon of meaning has been examined, with a common theme of the individual
nature of ascribing meaning to occupation emerging (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et
al., 2016; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, Mueller, & Reinke, 2015a; Ivtzan et al.,
2013; Martela & Pessi, 2018; Pisarik, 2009). Occupation is a term that encompasses all activities
on which people spend their time, creating their way of life (Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013;
Ikiugu, Westerfield, et al., 2015; Merriam-Webster, 2019). One’s career is one of the many
occupations in which individuals engage (Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013). It is time-intensive
compared to other occupations. Meaning in occupation has implications on the well-being of
individuals (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015;
Martela & Pessi, 2018). Therefore, finding meaning in work occupation is a worthy topic of
investigation.
Meaning in life is centered around the perception of importance, autonomy, rightness,
and productivity. Similarly, the meaning attributed to occupations is based on several reoccurring
themes (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013;
Hasselkus, 2002; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ikiugu, Westerfield, et al., 2015; Ivtzan et al.,
2013; Martela & Pessi, 2018), such as “doing, being, belonging, and becoming” (Argentzell et
al., 2012, p. 49). In other words, meaning is multifaceted, not only derived from the satisfaction
with the task, but also the social, intellectual, and developmental fulfillment one finds in
occupation (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Hammell, 2004; Martela &
Pessi, 2018).
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Additionally, the value a person attributes to activity is related to an individual’s
perceived meaning of the activity (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Dierdorff
& Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ikiugu, Westerfield, et al., 2015; Martela &
Pessi, 2018; Pisarik, 2009). This construct of value often comes from the perceived sense of
purpose fulfilled by engagement in the occupation, where the cost of the task is perceived as
worth the benefit to self and society (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016;
Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ikiugu, Westerfield, et al., 2015;
Martela & Pessi, 2018; Pisarik, 2009). People with intrinsic motivation and an internal locus of
control are likely to see the inherent value of the task, without the need for extrinsic motivators.
These individuals understand and believe that their actions matter in society (Argentzell et al.,
2012; Ikiugu, 2015b; Pisarik, 2009). With this belief, they are more likely to find meaning in
their occupations and act accordingly, as they have the motivation to pursue chosen tasks
(Argentzell et al., 2012; Ikiugu, 2015b; Pisarik, 2009).
Indicators of Meaning
There are six indicators of occupational meaningfulness. The first indicator is the sense of
achievement, further described as an individual’s perception of accomplishment, productivity,
and competence experienced as a result of participating in the occupation (Argentzell et al.,
2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ivtzan et al., 2013; Martela &
Pessi, 2018; Steger et al., 2012). The independence experienced when engaging in the
occupation is the second indicator of meaning. This sense of independence is the result of an
internal locus of control, freedom in creativity, and autonomy (Argentzell et al., 2012; ArnouxNicolas et al., 2016; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ikiugu,
Westerfield, et al., 2015; Martela & Pessi, 2018; Pisarik, 2009; Steger et al., 2012).
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The third indicator of occupational meaningfulness is the sense of service, or the feeling
that one is serving a purpose beyond self-interests (Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Dierdorff &
Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ivtzan et al., 2013; Martela & Pessi, 2018; Steger
et al., 2012). Comfort is the fourth indicator of occupational meaning. Comfort comes from a
sense of connection, social engagement, a strong sense of identity, ability for self-expression,
sense of competence, ability to minimize stress through rest, and an overall sense of selfacceptance and acceptance by others (Argentzell et al., 2012; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013;
Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ivtzan et al., 2013; Steger et al., 2012). The fifth indicator of
occupational meaning is safety. Safety is the result of percieved feelings of stability, trust, and
the ability to care for one’s body and mind (Argentzell et al., 2012; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013;
Steger et al., 2012). The final indicator of meaning is status. An occupation is meaningful if
participation in it makes the individual feel important and needed by others (Argentzell et al.,
2012; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Steger et al., 2012). Furthermore, status is indicated by a
strong sense of self-identity, and that one has an opportunity for growth and advancement, which
leads to a desire to stay engaged in the occupation (Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ivtzan et al.,
2013; Steger et al., 2012).
Relationship between Meaning and Burnout
Meaning in daily occupations has been found to be correlated with a good quality of life
for individuals with mental illness (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Martela
& Pessi, 2018; Steger et al., 2012). The researcher in this study postulated that meaning in one’s
professional occupation could decrease burnout experienced by a professional. Burnout results in
both physical and psychological symptoms and is a predisposing factor for other mental health
conditions (Chang et al., 2017; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eason et al., 2018; Giacobbi, 2009;
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Gomez-Gascon et al., 2013; Kania et al., 2009; Maslach & Jackson, 1986; Oglesby & Gallucci,
2017; Pinto, 2011; Pisarik, 2009; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Largely, burnout can be
characterized by amotivation (Pisarik, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000). This complex phenomenon is
prevalent among certified athletic trainers (Barrett et al., 2016; Bryant et al., 2019; Campbell et
al., 1985; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Hendrix et al., 2000; Hunt,
2000; Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Thompson, 2005). Thus, it is
possible that meaning in one’s career may be protective against burnout. In this dissertation, the
goal was to examine the role of meaning in improving the quality of life of certified athletic
trainers.
Career Meaningfulness among Certified Athletic Trainers
The World Health Organization (WHO) defines social determinants of health as “forces
and systems shaping the conditions of daily life” (WHO, 2020). Social exclusion, gender
inequality, and employment conditions are some of these social determinants (Glanz et al.,
WHO, 2020). Some of the above listed factors indirectly affect perceived career meaningfulness
by impacting individual satisfaction in life and work (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et
al., 2016; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Glanz et al., 2015; Ivtzan et al., 2013; Martela & Pessi,
2018). In athletic training, there are four groups of social determinants of health that may have a
bearing on career meaning: gender, racial and sexual orientation, minority status, age and
experience, and pre-existing mental health conditions (Glanz et al., 2015; Manning, 2018;
Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018).
Effect of Gender on Career Meaningfulness
Worldwide, gender is a social determinant of health because of issues of gender
inequality in the workplace (Glanz et al., 2015; Labonte et al., 2017; Marmot, 2015). Even in
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developed nations, women are often subject to unequal pay, decreased opportunities, lower
earning potential, lack of career advancement, and instability in the workplace, which may
negatively impact health (Labonte et al., 2017; Manning, 2018). Despite recent surveys showing
that public opinion of women as equally qualified as their male counterparts has improved, they
still face barriers to achieving leadership roles particularly in business, healthcare, and academia
(Manning, 2018; McDonagh et al., 2014; Pew Research Center, 2013). This leadership gap exists
partly due to a lack of focus on the development of women as potential successors in leadership
roles (McDonagh et al., 2014). In the professional world, women face the “glass ceiling”
phenomenon, preventing the achievement of their full potential because they are limited by
societal constructs of gender expectations (Abelson et al., 2016; Bots et al., 2018; Brown &
Diekman, 2013; Manning, 2018).
Gender as a social determinant of health has been examined in athletic training and
burnout. Burnout due to gender disparities is ultimately related to gender roles, societal norms,
and cultural expectations (Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Goodman et al., 2010; Jyothi & Jyothi,
2012: Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018). Women tend to have higher levels of stress and burnout
than their male colleagues mainly due to work-family conflicts (Eberman & Kahanov, 2013;
Giacobbi, 2009; Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al.,
2020; Thompson, 2005). Thus, women, especially those with children, make frequent job
changes or end up leaving the profession altogether in order to achieve work-life balance
(Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Kahanov et al., 2010; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et
al., 2020).

20

The Effect of Minority Status on Career Meaningfulness
Minority status is a social construct in which a specific group is perceived as subordinate
to the majority group in terms of prosperity, power, and status. Minority status may be related to
gender, ethnicity, race, and/or sexual orientation (Labonte et al., 2017; Marmot, 2015; Ritzer &
Dean, 2015). Historically, minorities have been subject to social stratification embedded in the
foundational constructs of society, inhibiting growth of individuals with the minority status
(Labonte et al., 2017; Marmot, 2015; Ritzer & Dean, 2015). Furthermore, people characterized
by multiple minority groupings face compounding disadvantages as they navigate their personal
and professional lives in a phenomenon known as intersectionality (Crenshaw, 2012; Marmot,
2015; Ritzer & Dean, 2015; Siple et al., 2015). Those with one or more minority characteristics
are less likely to have autonomy, experience a sense of belonging, advance in society, and
therefore are less likely to experience their occupations as meaningful (Argentzell et al., 2012;
Crenshaw, 2012; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ikiugu, Westerfield,
et al., 2015; Marmot, 2015; Pisarik, 2009; Ritzer & Dean, 2015).
In this sense, minority certified athletic trainers may have a meaning deficit in their
professional lives. To my knowledge, this topic has not been directly investigated, particularly as
it relates to burnout among certified athletic trainers. While ethnic diversity has increased in the
profession with concerted efforts made by the National Athletic Trainers’ Association to support
the inclusion of minorities, as of 2017, the ethnic diversity of certified athletic trainers was only
14.9% (Coleman et al., 2017; NATA, 2020). Ethnically diverse certified athletic trainers are not
only the minority in their personal lives, but their involvement in the profession also makes them
a minority, leading to a compounded minority status (Ritzer & Dean, 2015; Siple et al., 2015).
However, in surveys, ethnically diverse certified athletic trainers have expressed a sense of
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connectedness to their patients, feeling that they have a greater understanding of all athletes due
to their own ethnic diversity (Coleman et al., 2017). In other settings, those with a minority status
have been shown to have higher rates of burnout than non-minorities (Chambers-Holder et al.,
2019; Kundu, 2019; Rodriguez et al., 2018). Minority students and workers struggle with a lack
of inclusion, connectedness, and occupational uncertainty (Chambers-Holder et al., 2019;
Rodriguez et al., 2018). These problems are thought to be connected to the culturally tied stresses
for minorities in the profession, including discrimination, decreased advancement opportunities,
and disadvantages due to lower socio-economic status (Chambers-Holder et al., 2019; Glanz et
al., 2015; Kundu, 2019; Rodriguez et al., 2018; WHO, 2020).
Effect of Age and Experience on Career Meaningfulness
The third social determinant of health that is related to meaning in professional life and
the phenomenon of burnout for certified athletic trainers is age and years of experience. Across
occupations, it has been established that burnout levels decrease as age and years of experience
increase (Pinto, 2011). In the athletic training literature, studies have found that professionals
who have been practicing for ten or more years have higher levels of hardiness and resiliency
(Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018). Furthermore, it is suggested that
healthcare professionals experience significantly less burnout after the first five years of their
career (Kania et al., 2009; Peltzer et al., 2003). These findings suggest that hardiness and
resiliency may be learned over time and through experience, which in turn has a positive effect
on meaning, reducing chances of burnout.
Another consideration is the high rates of stress students face (Bryant et al., 2019;
Crutcher et al., 2018; Kundu, 2019; Pisarik, 2009). This stress has a negative impact on the wellbeing of students. In particular, their mental health suffers leading to depression, anxiety, and
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burnout before they ever enter the field (Bryant et al., 2019; Crutcher et al., 2018; Kundu, 2019;
Pisarik, 2009). Furthermore, millennial professionals face unique stressors outside of the work
environment that contribute to an inability to experience meaning in their professional lives
(Chambers-Holder et al., 2019). The stress and burnout faced by students may be setting them up
for failure before they even enter the professional stage of their careers, especially with the
consideration that the first five to ten years of practice produce the highest rates of burnout in
certified athletic trainers (Bryant et al., 2019; Crutcher et al., 2018; Kania et al., 2009; Kundu,
2019; Peltzer et al., 2003; Pisarik, 2009; Walker et al., 2019).
Impact of Pre-existing Mental Health Conditions on Burnout
Finally, the presence of pre-existing mental health conditions is a social determinant of
health that impacts meaning in one’s professional life (Argentzell et al., 2012; Chang et al.,
2017). Mental health conditions vary on a spectrum from mild to severe and include depression,
anxiety, obsessive compulsive disorder, eating disorders, and schizophrenia to name a few
(Mayo Clinic, 2019). Since burnout is a psychological condition resulting in emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization, and a sense of decreased personal accomplishment due to
excessive and chronic stress, pre-existing mental health conditions obviously exacerbate the
problem (Chang et al., 2017; Eason et al., 2018; Kania et al., 2009; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017;
Pinto, 2011).
For example, a negative thought pattern, which is a symptom of some mental illnesses,
has been found to be a predictor of burnout in athletes (Chang et al., 2017; Mayo Clinic, 2019).
Many of the factors associated with negative thought patterns that contribute to burnout are
consistent with complaints in the athletic training profession about poor work-life balance as
well as feelings of a lack of control in life, inadequate resources, and low social support (Chang
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et al., 2017; Crutcher et al., 2018; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eason et al., 2018; Kania et al.,
2009; Mazerolle et al., 2011; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018).
Causes of Dissatisfaction with the Athletic Training Career
Overall, the existing literature on burnout, spanning more than three decades of research
reveals that burnout is a consistent problem faced by certified athletic trainers and other
healthcare professionals (Barrett et al., 2016; Bryant et al., 2019; Campbell et al., 1985; Cayton
& Valovich Mcleod, 2020; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Hendrix et
al., 2000; Hunt, 2000; Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et
al., 2020). One leading cause of this burnout in athletic training is the perceived work-family
conflict, experienced by many in the profession (Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; Eberman &
Kahanov, 2013; Mazerolle et al., 2008; Mazerolle & Barrett, 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020). Recent
studies show that irrespective of individual personal family status (i.e., single, married, number
of children, etc.), certified athletic trainers face high work-family conflict leading to burnout and
significant psychological stress (Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013;
Mazerolle et al., 2008; Mazerolle & Barrett, 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020). The “consuming nature
of the profession, travel, inflexible work schedules, and lack of full-time staff members” creates
a culture of burnout, regardless of other external stressors (Mazerolle, 2008, p. 505).
Occupational setting was also found to affect perceived work-life balance by certified athletic
trainers, suggesting that certain employment settings foster healthier practice environments than
others (Eberman & Kahanov, 2013).
Burnout Among Professionals as a Result of Lack in Meaning and Satisfaction
Burnout is a complex phenomenon, and it constitutes more than just chronic stress. It is a
multifaceted psychological syndrome consisting of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and
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a reduced sense of personal accomplishment (Chang et al., 2017; Eason et al., 2018; Giacobbi,
2009; Kania et al., 2009; Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al.,
2020; Pinto, 2011; Pisarik, 2009). Emotional exhaustion in the context of burnout is further
described as an overwhelming exhaustion and feelings of defeat or hopelessness (Maslach &
Leiter, 2016; Maslach et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020). Depersonalization is further
characterized by cynicism, impersonal responses, and detachment from other people (Maslach &
Leiter, 2016; Maslach et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020). Finally, lack of personal
accomplishment is further described as a sense of ineffectiveness and a lack of accomplishment
(Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Maslach et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020).
Furthermore, burnout is characterized by psychological and physical fatigue, low job
satisfaction, headaches, negative self-talk, and negative or cynical attitudes toward people
(Chang et al., 2017; Giacobbi, 2009; Kania et al., 2009; Maslach & Jackson, 1986; Maslach &
Leiter, 2016; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Some studies have shown that burnout can be a
precursor for other psychological issues such as depression, interpersonal conflict, withdrawal,
behavioral issues, substance abuse, and lack of interest in previously enjoyed activities (Chang et
al., 2017; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Oglesby et al., 2020).
Burnout in individuals is a four-phase process: 1) the individual perceives stress, which
can take many forms and can be caused by many factors (Chang et al., 2017; Maslach & Leiter,
2016); 2) the individual appraises the ability to “handle” the stressors (Chang et al., 2017;
Maslach & Leiter, 2016). This appraisal includes examining one’s resources and mechanisms for
overcoming adversity (Chang et al., 2017; Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Mazerolle, Eason et al.,
2018); 3) perceived lack of support, coping mechanisms, or ability to overcome stressors leads to
a physiological and psychological manifestation. Often this takes the form of insomnia, anxiety,
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illness, and other symptoms (Chang et al., 2017; Maslach & Leiter, 2016); 4) the individual
begins to show signs and symptoms of burnout, including fatigue, anxiety, headaches, illness,
insomnia, and depression to name a few. (Chang et al., 2017; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016;
Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018).
Models of Intervention for Lack of Meaning, Dissatisfaction, and Burnout among
Professionals
Based on the above discussion, it is clear that changes need to occur to decrease the
incidence of burnout among certified athletic trainers (Barrett et al., 2016; Bryant et al., 2019;
Campbell et al., 1985; Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eberman
& Kahanov, 2013; Hendrix et al., 2000; Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al.,
2018; Oglesby et al., 2020; Thompson, 2005). Such changes may include adjustment of
workloads, changing organizational policies, and decreasing interpersonal conflicts in the
workplace (Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eason et al., 2018;
Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle et al., 2011; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020).
Healthcare providers, including certified athletic trainers, emphasize patient-centered care, in
which the needs of patients should be above their own needs (Gomez-Gascon et al., 2013;
Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018). This call for self-sacrifice can cause many health care
professionals to ignore their own needs, predisposing them to burnout. For this reason, many of
the recommendations for the prevention of burnout should include enhancement of job
satisfaction while encouraging professionals to find ways of meeting their own needs (DeFreese
& Mihalik, 2016; Eason et al., 2018; Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle et al., 2011; Mazerolle,
Pitney, et al., 2018). To make these necessary changes, those who most frequently have an
impact on the work-life balance for certified athletic trainers, including administrators, coaches,
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and patients, must be educated about these problems (Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020;
DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eason et al., 2018; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Hendrix et al., 2000;
Kania, 2009; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020).
Meaning, Burnout, and the Lived Experience of the Athletic Trainer
Promoting change in the athletic training profession begins with each generation of
certified athletic trainers. Motivation can be improved by creating a sense of meaning in each of
the work tasks, promoting perseverance, growth, resiliency, and purpose (Cigan, 2014; DavlinPater & Rosencrum, 2019; Dishon-Berkovits, 2014; Fink, 2013; Mazerolle et al., 2018; Merriam
& Bierma, 2014). Athletic training programs should be preparing students for a career in athletic
training, which requires developing in the students these necessary characteristics to prevent
burnout among them as professionals in the future (Barrett et al., 2016; Kania et al., 2009;
Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Walker et al., 2019).
In this regard, supportive leadership should embrace the role of the educator in
developing the learner, emphasizing culture through personal support, academic support,
autonomy, enhancing student creativity, self-efficacy, adaptability, and perseverance (Gu et al.,
2017). Social support among athletic training students is also a predictor of good mental health,
and athletic training faculty play a role in improving social support for students through active,
learner-centered strategies, decreasing the prevalence of mental health complications (Cigan,
2014; Crutcher et al., 2018; Gu et al., 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020). Care for students’ mental
health is a pivotal step in addressing burnout. Students need to be taught strategies for
establishing their own social support, managing work-life stressors, and caring for their mental
health (Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020; Walker et al.,
2019).
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Further, meaning in daily occupations is correlated with good quality of life for
individuals with mental illness (Argentzell et al., 2012). Therefore, meaning in one’s
professional occupation can decrease the incidence of burnout. Burnout is a complex,
psychological condition characterized by extreme exhaustion, detachment, depersonalization,
and reduced personal accomplishment, resulting in both physical and psychological symptoms
(Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; Chang et al., 2017; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eason et al.,
2018; Giacobbi, 2009; Gomez-Gascon et al., 2013; Kania et al., 2009; Maslach & Jackson, 1986;
Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011; Pisarik,
2009; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Largely, burnout is characterized by amotivation of the
individual and is prevalent among certified athletic trainers (Barrett et al., 2016; Bryant et al.,
2019; Campbell et al., 1985; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Hendrix et
al., 2000; Hunt, 2000; Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Pisarik,
2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Thompson, 2005).
Among certified athletic trainers, burnout occurs regardless of employment setting
(Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017;
Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011). While employment settings differ in demands and the overall
prevalence of burnout, the problem is apparent all through the profession (Barrett et al., 2016;
Bryant et al., 2019; Campbell et al., 1985; Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; DeFreese &
Mihalik, 2016; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Giacobbi, 2009; Hendrix et al., 2000; Hunt, 2000;
Mazerolle et al., 2008; Mazerolle et al., 2011; Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney,
et al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011). Despite the current
challenges of the profession, it is possible that finding meaning in one’s career, may serve as a
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protective factor against burnout in certified athletic trainers (Argentzell et al., 2012; Giacobbi,
2009; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020).
Conclusion
According to Eberman et al. (2019), certified athletic trainers are not confident in their
knowledge of formal and informal work-life balance practices. However, Mazerolle, Eason, and
Goodman (2018) found that certified athletic trainers with longer careers have more positive
strategies for coping. This finding raised the question of whether these strategies and behaviors
were learned rather than being inherent for certain individuals. The larger question is, “How can
these strategies and coping behaviors be facilitated to prevent burnout?” The athletic training
profession has proven inherently demanding over the last several decades (Campbell et al., 1985;
Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013;
Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle, 2008, Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al.,
2018; Oglesby et al., 2020).
While much of the literature on burnout in athletic training rightfully focusses on the
need for institutional and professional changes to address the phenomenon, there has been little
improvement on this problem over the past three or more decades (Campbell et al., 1985; Cayton
& Valovich Mcleod, 2020; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Kania et al.,
2009; Mazerolle, 2008, Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et
al., 2020). This healthcare profession is evolving, requiring long hours at work, high pressure,
and a need to consistently attend to the needs of others (Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020;
DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Kania et al., 2009; Mazzerolle, Pitney,
et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020; Walker et al., 2019).
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Furthermore, certified athletic trainers are not well paid and often feel unappreciated by
administrators and coaches (Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016;
Eason et al., 2018; Kania et al., 2009; Mazzerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020).
While this profession is evolving, the core constructs of the job have remained unchanged.
Therefore, it would be beneficial to investigate intrinsic, protective factors against burnout in
certified athletic trainers by exploring why some certified athletic trainers stay in the profession.
The literature reveals that this question has not been sufficiently answered, necessitating the need
to investigate the overarching research question: “What is the lived experience of career as a
source of meaning for certified athletic trainers?” This was one of the questions explored in this
study.
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Chapter 3: Methods
The purpose of this dissertation research was to investigate the relationship between
perceived career meaningfulness and burnout among certified athletic trainers in the United
States. Much research on burnout in athletic training has been conducted using quantitative
strategies, yielding data that show trends of burnout among certified athletic trainers and their
subsequent attrition (Barrett et al., 2016; Bryant et al., 2019; Campbell et al., 1985; Cayton &
Valovich Mcleod, 2020; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Hendrix et al.,
2000; Hunt, 2000; Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al.,
2020). The relationship between meaning and burnout in the field of athletic training has not
been examined before now. This study sought to understand the meaning certified athletic
trainers derive from their experiences as professionals and the relationship between that meaning
and burnout. Therefore, qualitative research was the appropriate next step for research on this
subject. A phenomenological approach allowed for open-ended, richly descriptive data to be
collected, which provided insight into the underlying meanings that might otherwise be difficult
to understand using quantitative research (Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie,
2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The mixed methods approach described in this section provided
triangulation of methods making it possible to draw more convincing conclusions from the
findings (Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2014). The mixed methods approach
provided a chance to gather quantitative data, followed by the rich, descriptive qualitative
exploration of the phenomenon under investigation (Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2014).
Research Design
This dissertation study was conducted in two phases using mixed methods. The two
phases complemented one another allowing for quantitative data followed by explanatory
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qualitative data. The phases built on each other employing an explanatory sequential design in
which the quantitative phase informed the subsequent qualitative, phenomenological phase
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Meriam & Tisdell, 2016). This approach made
possible appropriate investigation of the complex phenomenon of burnout as it is related to
meaningfulness in the field of athletic training. Qualitative research is an inductive process,
which seeks to understand a phenomenon from the perspective of the subjects instead of from the
view of the researcher (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Merriam & Tisdell,
2016). This inductive process is defined as, “...the systematic inquiry into social phenomena in
natural settings” (Teherani et al., 2015, p. 669). This type of research seeks to use emerging
characteristics from data in the form of words to understand the way people experience life and
to draw meaning from those experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Teherani et al., 2015).
Current research on burnout among certified athletic trainers is primarily descriptive in
nature (Barrett et al., 2016; Bryant et al., 2019; Campbell et al., 1985; Cayton & Valovich
Mcleod, 2020; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Hendrix et al., 2000;
Hunt, 2000; Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020).
Much of that research is on the prevalence of burnout among certified athletic trainers, the nature
of burnout, and the implications of burnout on certified athletic trainers (Barrett et al., 2016;
Bryant et al., 2019; Campbell et al., 1985; Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; DeFreese &
Mihalik, 2016; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013; Hendrix et al., 2000; Hunt, 2000; Mazerolle, Eason
et al., 2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020). In this dissertation, I used
mixed methods, with cross-sectional survey and phenomenological designs in the two sequential
phases of the research.
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The cross-sectional survey design was suitable for gathering data at one time from many
people over a wide geographical area in a cost-effective manner. Data from the survey revealed
indicators of certified athletic trainers' perceived meaningfulness, dissatisfaction within the
athletic training career, and symptoms of burnout. The phenomenological design was the most
suitable for gathering data on the lived experiences of career as a source of meaning for a smaller
group of study participants to contextualize and explain the quantitative survey findings.
Phase One of the Dissertation
The purpose of phase one of this dissertation study was to investigate the relationship
between perceived meaning and burnout among certified athletic trainers. Participants in phase
two were recruited from among the phase one survey participants. In phase one, data were
gathered using a survey questionnaire (Leedy & Ormrod, 2019). At the end of the questionnaire,
study participants were requested to indicate whether they wanted to participate in the interviews
for the study's second phase.
Data Collection Procedures
Data were collected via electronic survey, using a questionnaire consisting of three
existing validated instruments and items inquiring about demographic information. Demographic
information allowed further analysis of data based on potentially moderating variables such as
gender, marital status, parental responsibilities, years in the profession, practice setting, and
academic degree, made it possible to recruit a heterogeneous sample for interviews in phase two
of the research (DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eason et al., 2018; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013;
Hendrix et al., 2000; Hunt, 2000; Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Pinto, 2011;
Thompson, 2005). Before responding to the survey questionnaire, study participants gave
consent and confirmed understanding of the study and its goals, purpose, and procedures. Data
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from the survey were downloaded into a Microsoft Excel® spreadsheet and entered into SPSS
for Window’s Version 27.0 for analysis.
Survey Data Gathering
The intent of the survey in phase one of the study was to provide foundational
quantitative data to inform phase two data gathering (Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2014). The survey
allowed for the collection of data from individuals who would normally be uncomfortable in an
interview format. Survey responses allowed for greater anonymity as the participant responses
were separated from the demographic information collected prior to review of questionnaire
responses. I used Qualtrics to gather survey data.
Outcomes Measured
The independent variable measured was meaning of career among certified athletic
trainers. This variable was measured using the Work and Meaning Inventory (WAMI) (Steger et
al., 2012). The dependent variable was perceived burnout, measured on the Maslach Burnout
Inventory (MBI) (Maslach Burnout Inventory, 2019). The potential moderating variable was
well-being, which was measured on the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale
(WEMWBS) (NHS Scotland, 2006; Tennant et al., 2007). Study participants were also requested
to provide demographic data such as gender, marital status, parental responsibilities, years in the
profession, practice setting, and academic degree.
Instruments Constituting the Survey Questionnaire
The instruments comprising the survey questionnaire consisted of Likert-type scales
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Howell, 2017; Salkind, 2014). The instruments are described in further
detail below.
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Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI)
This instrument consists of 22 items, to each of which require participants to respond by
indicating the frequency with which they experience indicators of emotional exhaustion, personal
accomplishment, and depersonalization. Higher scores indicate higher prevalence of burnout.
The MBI scales used in this study can be seen in Appendices C and D (MBI, 2019; National
Academy of Medicine, 2020). The MBI has been found to be a valid and reliable for assessing
the severity of burnout (Maslach et al., 2018; Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Maslach & Jackson,
1986; MBI, 2019; National Academy of Medicine, 2020; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). The MBI
has been examined through many rounds of research and analysis across a wide range of
samples. The MBI has been found to be a valid and reliable tool for determining burnout severity
(Maslach et al., 2018; Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Maslach & Jackson, 1986; MBI, 2019;
National Academy of Medicine, 2020; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
Work and Meaning Inventory (WAMI)
The WAMI consists of 10 items, to each of which study participants respond by
indicating how true each statement is for them and their work on a scale from 1 to 5 with 1 =
“absolutely untrue” and 5 = “absolutely true.” Ratings are aggregated to yield scores for the
following variables: positive meaning, meaning making through work, and greater good
motivations. The scores for each of the above three variables range from 4 to 20, 3 to 15, and 3
to 15, respectively. I forgot to include one of the instrument items on my survey questionnaire
administered through Qualtrics. Therefore, I was not able to compute the overall meaningful
work score. This questionnaire was designed to assess a wide range of areas of potential meaning
from work including personal fulfillment, purpose, and satisfaction (Steger et al., 2012). The
instrument can be seen in Appendix A. The WAMI has been shown to be an effective assessment
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for work meaning, motivation, engagement, and commitment (Akin et al., 2013; Martela &
Pessi, 2018; Puchalska-Kaminska et al., 2019; Steger et al., 2012; Willemse & Deacon, 2015).
This tool is free to be used for research purposes, with a scoring guide. Its validity and reliability
for assessing meaning in work has been established (National Academy of Medicine, 2020;
Steger et al., 2012).
Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (WEMWBS)
This instrument consists of 14 items, to each of which study participants respond by
indicating how often each statement describes their experiences in the previous two weeks on a
scale from 1 to 5 with 1 = “none of the time” and 5 = “all of the time” (See Appendix B). An
aggregate score ranges from 14 to 70 with higher scores indicating higher levels of mental wellbeing. This instrument is frequently used to measure mental well-being (NHS Scotland, 2006). It
is valid, consistent, and reliable for the assessment of mental well-being of individuals (NHS
Scotland, 2006; Tennant et al., 2007). It has been shown to have no ceiling effect (Tennant et al.,
2007).
Demographic Data
In addition to the above-described instruments, I gathered the following demographic data
that could have a bearing on perceived burnout and meaning: age, experience, work setting, etc.
After responding to the three survey questionnaires, participants indicated whether they wanted
to participate in phase two of the study. The desire to participate in phase two of the study did
not guarantee inclusion since demographic heterogeneity was prioritized in participant selection
for this phase.
The investigator-based selection of participants for phase two of the research on the
following demographic data which have been found to be the most descriptive of certified
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athletic trainers (Mazerolle et al., 2011; Mazerolle et al., 2018; NATA, 2018; NATA, 2020;
Oglesby et al., 2020):
•

Gender

•

Age

•

Marital status

•

Race and ethnicity

•

Number of years of practice

•

Practice setting(s)

•

State of practice

•

Highest degree earned

Phase Two of the Dissertation Research
The purpose of phase two of this research was to investigate the lived experiences of
career as a source of meaning for certified athletic trainers. I used a phenomenological design in
this phase to keep focus on the participants’ lived experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Devik et
al., 2013; Lindseth & Norberg, 2004; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Tai & Ajjawi, 2016; Van
Manen, 1990). Phenomenological researchers seek to explore, understand, and determine the
essence or core of a phenomenon of interest (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lindseth & Norberg, 2004;
Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Tai & Ajjawi, 2016; Van Manen,
1990).
A defining aspect of qualitative research is the method by which data are collected. In
qualitative research, the investigator is interested in understanding a natural, unmanipulated, and
social setting (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Teherani et al., 2015). The
collection of data occurs in a natural and comfortable setting for the study participants. The
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phenomenon is commonly investigated through interviews and observations (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Teherani et al., 2015). Qualitative research creates a space for
feedback, understanding, multiple realities, personal experience, and ultimately leads to
uncovering and interpretation of the meaning(s) ascribed by the participants and subjects to the
phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Mahaoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2014; Tai & Ajjawi, 2016).
For this study, the participants were able to be interviewed in a setting where they felt
comfortable. Participants could respond via FaceTime, Zoom, face-to-face, or telephone
potentially from the familiarity of their own home, car, place of employment, etc.
Another defining characteristic of qualitative research is that the investigator is the
primary method of data collection (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Teherani et
al., 2015). Data can be gathered through interviews, observation, recordings, and other similar
media involving fieldwork by the researcher (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Interviewing participants allowed the interviewer to observe both verbal and non-verbal cues to
the participants’ experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Finally,
qualitative research is inductive (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In the context of qualitative inquiry,
the researcher seeks to first understand the phenomenon by gathering data and then interpreting
those data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). While the inductive nature of this study is limited due to
the preliminary quantitative phase and its role in guiding the second phase of the research, it was
still applicable. The personal experiences of each participant had the potential to change the
themes, and overall essence of the phenomenon studied.
Phase two results explained quantitative findings in phase one of this explanatory
sequential research design (Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2014). Participants in phase two of the
research were recruited from the phase one sample, and phase one quantitative data were used to
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determine if a revision of the interview guide for phase two data gathering was necessary
(Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2014). In phase two of the research, eight certified athletic trainers
were interviewed. Attempts were made to recruit a demographically heterogeneous sample, with
proportional representations by age, years of experience, gender, race, ethnicity, and employment
setting. Interviews were conducted via Zoom. The participants were asked a series of questions
with follow-up probes to facilitate in-depth discussion of the phenomenon of interest.
Interview Guide
Interviews are the most common form of data collection for phenomenological research
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Interviews comprised of several open-ended questions regarding the
meaning each participant finds in their career as an athletic trainer in a semi-structured format.
These interviews were conducted on a one-on-one basis and the audio and video were recorded
in their entirety on the project-designated laptop. Interviews could be conducted in person, via a
telephone call, or via video conference call, of which all participants conducted interviews over
Zoom. The interview guide that directed phase two data gathering was developed based on
review of previous literature surrounding the phenomenon of the participants’ perception of
career in athletic training as a source of meaning in their lives and the connection of that
meaning to the presence of perceived burnout. Through the literature review process, six key
constructs were identified to indicate the essence of the phenomenon of meaning in occupation.
These include achievement, independence, service, comfort, safety, and status. Based on these
key constructs, open-ended questions were formulated to encourage participants to share their
life experiences, thus providing information about the lived experience of career as a source of
meaning in certified athletic trainers. Questions were designed to explore the presence of the
phenomenon of career as a source of meaning in participants to provide a deeper understanding
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of the phenomenon itself. Along with each initial question, probing questions were identified.
For example, one question was, “Tell me about what it is like to be an athletic trainer,” with
probes such as, “Tell me about your perception of the profession,” and “Would you choose the
profession again? Why or why not?” Another question posed was, “How is your career as an
athletic trainer related to how you feel about your life in general?” with the probe, “How does
your career as an athletic trainer affect meaning in your life?” The entire research interview
guide can be viewed in Appendix F.
Research Assumptions
As a certified athletic trainer with eight years of clinical experience and four years of
practice as an educator for athletic training students, investigating this phenomenon required that
I understand possible underlying biases and assumptions that I may hold regarding the topic of
inquiry. I had certain beliefs about the meaning and purpose of the profession, the type of people
in the profession, and burnout, attrition, and job satisfaction of certified athletic trainers. It was
imperative that I identify these possible biases and assumptions and set them aside as I embarked
on this inquiry (a process known as bracketing).
I used the lens of social constructivism combined with transformative theory to guide this
dissertation research. My overarching goal was to understand better the phenomenon of a career
as a source of meaning for athletic trainers in order to make a difference in the current state of
the athletic training profession (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Leedy & Ormrod 2019).
Setting
For the convenience of the participants, I conducted this research study virtually. I
administered phase one survey online through the Qualtrics Platform
(https://www.qualtrics.com) and conducted interviews in phase two of the study via Zoom. I sent
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the survey questionnaire to certified athletic trainers who were current or past National Athletic
Trainers’ Association (NATA) members. The research study was conducted between September
2020 and November 2021. I completed phase one of the study by the end of May 2021 and phase
between July and September 2021.
Participants
Phase One
In phase one of the study, 471 certified athletic trainers recruited via the NATA Research
and Education Foundation’s access to the NATA membership listserv responded to the survey
questionnaire. I sent an email (see Appendix G) to NATA members, followed by subsequent biweekly follow-up emails as needed until I had a sample that was large enough to detect the
desired effect size based on power calculations. In addition to the listserv, I posted the link to the
survey on the following social media platforms in order to increase recruitment reach: Facebook
and Twitter.
Phase Two
Eight certified athletic trainers were recruited into phase two of the study using purposive
sampling. The goal was to recruit a heterogeneous sample (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). Purposive sampling enhanced the sample population’s likelihood to offer insight
into the research problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I used convenience and maximum variation
sampling in this phase. Convenience sampling allowed for selection of participants based on ease
of reaching them (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The maximum variation
strategy increased chances of recruiting a demographically heterogeneous sample, enhancing
potential transferability of findings to similar groups of athletic trainers (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
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Inclusion Criteria
To participate in this research, individuals had to be certified athletic trainers, and current
or past members of the National Athletic Trainers’ Association (NATA) with contact
information currently available through the NATA listserv. Participants not currently engaged in
clinical practice and other traditional employment settings as certified athletic trainers were also
included to ensure that individuals who may have left the profession due to burnout could
participate. Finally, each participant had a minimum of three years of clinical experience as a
certified athletic trainer. Each volunteer signed informed consent before participating in the
research. I informed participants of their rights, including the right to withdraw participation in
the study at any time without penalty, before they signed informed consent (see Appendix H)
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2019).
The goal was to recruit a group of certified athletic trainers who were willing to provide
thoughtful insight into the perceived meaning of their career, requiring a purposeful sampling
strategy. This sampling plan deliberately took into account demographic variation, including
experience as a certified athletic trainer, employment setting, age, and gender.
Exclusion Criteria
Potential participants were excluded from this dissertation study if they were non-BOC
credentialed athletic trainers. Two of the fifty states allow athletic trainers to practice without
earning the Certified Athletic Trainer (ATC) credential through the Board of Certification
(BOC). In Texas, athletic trainers are required to be ATC credentialed or pass a separate state
test to earn the LAT credential. Texas does not differentiate between the two credentials and
allows both groups to practice as athletic trainers (NATA, 2019). Additionally, the state of
California currently has no regulation on the practice of athletic training. Therefore, athletic
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trainers practicing in Texas and California may not be BOC certified (NATA, 2019). Such
individuals were not included in the study. Certified athletic trainers practicing outside the
United States were also not included in order to control for cultural, societal, and global legal
variations on perceptions of career as a source of meaning. Finally, athletic training students
were not included in the study. While further research needs to be conducted to investigate
burnout among athletic training students, the focus of this dissertation study was to examine the
phenomenon in athletic training professionals. The experience of the athletic training students
likely differs from that of the certified athletic trainers.
Sample Size
In phase one, power calculation indicated that to detect a medium effect at 80% power, a
sample of N=250 was needed. The actual sample size in this phase was N=471. Therefore, there
was enough statistical power. In phase two, a sample size of ten to fifteen participants is typically
recommended to attain saturation of data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In this study, eight
participants were interviewed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Protection of Human Subjects
The IRB at the University of South Dakota and the investigator’s dissertation committee
approved the study protocol. In phase one, I instructed the participants to access an Informed
Consent document through a link at the end of the recruitment email. The document was also
provided at the beginning of the survey. The study procedures were described in the consent
document with details of the study activities in which participants would be required to engage.
The risks were described, and participants were informed that they could terminate their
participation in the study at any time or choose not to respond to any of the questionnaire items.
At the beginning of the survey, participants were instructed to click on a statement
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acknowledging that they had read and understood the Consent document and wanted to continue
participating in the study. Only after that acknowledgment were they allowed to proceed to the
survey questionnaire.
In phase two of the research, participants were verbally informed about the procedures in
place to protect their privacy and confidentiality and given time to ask questions before
providing verbal informed consent. Interviews began only after they had provided verbal
informed consent. All data were stored in the Principal Investigator’s password protected
computer. Each study participant was assigned a numerical ID that was used to identify data. The
IDs and participant identifiers were electronically stored in separate files, and only the Principal
Investigator had access to identifiers.
Risks and Benefits of Participation
Participation in this study exposed study participants to no more than minimal risk. There
was a small risk that participants could experience some psychological discomfort when
responding to some of the questionnaire items or some questions during the interviews,
particularly questions about experiences of burnout or unpleasant work environments. If a
participant felt uncomfortable, they could choose not to respond to any items or not to answer
any questions. Participants were informed that they could discontinue participation in the study
at any time if they so wished without penalty. If participants chose to discontinue participation in
the study, their data were not included in the analysis.
Data Storage
As mentioned earlier, data were stored separately from participant identifiers in the
Principal Investigator’s password protected computer. Data will be stored for three years
following the study's conclusion according to federal regulations.
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Procedures
Phase One Data Gathering
In phase one of the research, 471 certified athletic trainers responded to the three survey
instruments (MBI, WAMI, and WEMWBS) that were administered electronically over the
Qualtrics Platform (https://www.qualtrics.com) that the University of South Dakota supports. A
recruitment email was sent to certified athletic trainers on the NATA listserv and shared on
Facebook and Twitter. In the email was a link to the survey on Qualtrics. Clicking the link led to
an Informed Consent document explaining the purpose of the study, activities, risks, and benefits
that participants were requested to read carefully. At the end of the Informed Consent there was a
link to the survey questionnaire (see p. 37).
At the end of the survey, participants were requested to indicate whether they wished to
continue into phase two of the study. If they chose to continue, they were requested to provide
their names, email addresses, and phone numbers so that they could be contacted to schedule an
interview. Participants who were selected for inclusion in phase two of the study were offered an
Amazon gift card at the conclusion of the interview. All phase one participants had the
opportunity to provide contact information to be included in the random drawing for the $10
Amazon gift card. Five gift cards were awarded to those who completed phase one questionnaire.
Those who did not wish to provide potentially sensitive information such as age, gender, marital
status, or race and ethnicity could select the option not to disclose the information. Not providing
this information could limit their inclusion in the study's second phase because demographic
information was used to ensure recruitment of a heterogeneous sample.
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Phase Two Data Gathering
The investigator contacted volunteers for phase two of the research through contact
information provided in phase one data gathering. All participants chose to be interviewed via
Zoom. On the agreed date and time, the researcher and participant met over zoom, and the
interview was conducted guided using the questions on the interview guide (see p. 41). The
interviews were approximately 20 to 40 minutes long each. They were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim for analysis.
Data Management and Analysis
Quantitative Data
Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential One-Sample t-Tests,
simple linear regression, and multiple linear regression using SPSS for Window’s version 27.0.
The variables in analysis were burnout (MBI), well-being (WEMWBS), and career
meaningfulness (WAMI) (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Maslach & Jackson, 1986; MBI, 2019;
National Academy of Medicine, 2020; NHS Scotland, 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Steger et
al., 2012; Sullivan & Artino, 2013; Tennant et al., 2007).
I computed an independent-samples t-test to determine whether there were differences
between ATs working in multiple settings and those in single employment settings when
compared on meaningfulness as measured on the WAMI (Howell, 2017; Leedy & Ormrod,
2019; Salkind, 2014). I used a one-sample t-test to determine whether the mean burnout scores of
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment as measured on the MBI
were statistically significantly different than the documented means for healthcare professionals
in general (Howell, 2017; Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Salkind, 2014). I conducted simple linear
regression and multiple linear regression analyses to determine whether career meaningfulness
predicted burnout among athletic trainers (Howell, 2017; Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Salkind,
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2014). Finally, I conducted multiple regression analyses to determine the extent to which a linear
combination of the three burnout variables (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and
personal accomplishment) predicted the mental wellbeing of athletic trainers. (Howell, 2017;
Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Salkind, 2014).
Qualitative Data
The phenomenological approach focused on discovering and understanding the
participants' experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Devik et al., 2013; Lindseth & Norberg, 2004;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Van Manen, 1990). Therefore, the role of data analysis in this
approach was to understand the phenomenon of interest (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). Qualitative data collection and analysis occurred concurrently, as is typical in
qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The phenomenological
approach in data analysis is a step-by-step process (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell,
2016; Yii-Nii, 2012) including: interview transcription, bracketing, identification of significant
statements, theme organization, textual description, structural description, and a composite
description and essence identification (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; YiiNii, 2012).
Interview Transcription
I transcribed interview transcripts verbatim on Microsoft Word®. First, I transcribed the
data following the interview using NVivo’s automated transcription service. Second, I reviewed
each interview transcript comparing the content with the audio recording to ensure accuracy.
Bracketing
The second step in data analysis involved bracketing (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Van
Manen, 1990). In qualitative research, the researcher needs to set aside personal views and

47

experiences that could introduce bias to the interpretation of data. Consciously setting aside
personal biases enables the researcher to focus on the opinions and experiences of the
participants in the study in order to discover the essence of the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Lindseth & Norberg, 2004; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Van Manen, 1990). Bracketing
involved reflecting honestly and listing my biases due to my experiences as an athletic trainer
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Van Manen, 1990). I listed any assumptions regarding the meaning of
a career in athletic training.
Significant Statements and Theme Organization
The third and fourth steps in data analysis identified significant statements and organized
them into themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Van Manen, 1990; Yii-Nii, 2012). Identifying
significant statements required searching for words or phrases that potentially spoke to the
underlying meaning described by participants in the interview transcripts (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Van Manen, 1990). I coded the identified statements with phrases or words that captured
their meaning (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Van Manen, 1990). In the fourth step, I examined the
meaning codes and determined recurring themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Van Manen, 1990, YiiNii, 2012).
Thematic Description
The description phase was comprised of three steps (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yii-Nii,
2012). The first step was a textual description of the phenomenon as experienced by study
participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Textual description explained “what” the participants
experienced using specific exemplars (quotes from athletic trainers in the study) to illustrate the
experience (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 201). The second step was a structural description
explaining “how” the experiences happened (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 201). Structural
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description included details of the setting and context of the experience (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
The third and final step was to generate a composite description of the essence of the
phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This description consisted of both the textual (the “what”)
and the structural (the “how”) aspects of the meaning certified athletic trainers ascribed to their
careers, experience of the meaning as protective against burnout, and participants’ perspectives
on potential interventions to prevent burnout (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Trustworthiness and Integrity
Establishing the trustworthiness of a study is of the utmost importance in qualitative
research. Without trustworthiness, the study lacks the rigor needed to add to the foundation of
knowledge in the field (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In this research, I
used the following strategies to enhance trustworthiness. First, I used triangulation of methods. I
achieved triangulation by using mixed methods with sequential survey and phenomenological
designs (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
The second strategy that I used to increase the credibility of qualitative findings was
maximum variation. This way, a wide range of experiences were represented in the study sample
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Because of this variation the essence of the phenomenon that
emerged in the study could be transferable to athletic trainers with similar characteristics to the
sample (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
A third strategy that I used was reflexivity. As a qualitative researcher, I was part of the
research process. I had to acknowledge my previous experiences, beliefs, and biases (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As previously described, I
formally acknowledged these potential biases through bracketing. Furthermore, I was reflexive
in my selection of a research committee that included another certified athletic trainer and
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members from outside the profession. Both the certified athletic trainer and committee members
from other professions were integral in ensuring that my assumptions were constantly questioned
as part of reflexivity. Finally, I maintained a clear audit trail by keeping a record of each of my
research steps and the rationale for my choices and data interpretation logic (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Leedy & Ormrod, 2019; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Strengths and Limitations
Convenience sampling is one limitation of this study. Recruiting a wide range of certified
athletic trainers through convenience sampling proved challenging in terms of the state of
practice. It was difficult to recruit participants from various states. Furthermore, convenience
sampling limited the participation of certified athletic trainers outside of Kansas. It is not a
requirement for BOC-certified athletic trainers to be members of the NATA. Therefore, many
potentially eligible athletic trainers may have been missed in the recruitment efforts, limiting the
external validity of findings from the survey data. However, the NATA listserv is a frequently
used instrument for recruiting certified athletic trainers into surveys, and therefore, this approach
was consistent with standard practice in similar research.
Another limitation in this research could be my potential biases that may have affected
how I interpreted qualitative data in phase two of the study. As a certified athletic trainer with
10+ years of practice in the profession and a regular mentor of students entering the profession,
there is a possibility that such biases colored the way I viewed participants’ experiences.
However, I took measures to decrease this source of compromise to trustworthiness by
bracketing my possible biases and using reflexivity as I analyzed data. I also took other
trustworthiness-enhancing measures as described above. Finally, a limitation of any qualitative
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research is transferability. To improve the transferability of the findings, I used maximum
variation sampling strategies described above.
This study also had several strengths, which enhanced the confidence with which I could
draw conclusions from the findings. The first key strength was the use of mixed methods. Mixed
methods often create a more complex research process; however, the added challenges of this
study were outweighed by the rich data, which provided a more complete picture of the
phenomenon. The decision to use a mixed methods approach resulted in a clearer basis for future
research recommendations that would not have been evident with only one method.
Another strength of the study is the large sample size. The N of 471 certified athletic
trainers far surpassed the necessary number of participants to reach ample power for statistical
analysis. Moreover, the high response rate indicated the study's relevance and timeliness to
current professionals’ concerns and interests. Additionally, informants in phase two of the study
represented a variety of experiences in terms of employment settings and years of experience in
the profession. These variations improved the potential transferability of qualitative findings.
Finally, while my potential biases were cited as a limitation because they may have
affected the interpretation of phase two data, the presence of certified athletic trainers in the
research process is a strength of the study. As previously discussed, the athletic training
profession is relatively unique in healthcare. For this reason, it was advantageous to include two
certified athletic trainers in the planning, implementation, and interpretation of findings in this
study. Some concepts discussed in phase two interviews may not have been as easily understood
by individuals not familiar with the profession. This was particularly helpful during the semistructured interviews as the interviewer selected probing questions. Furthermore, the use of a
certified athletic trainer seemed to create a certain level of camaraderie during the interviews
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where the participants indicated that they felt heard and understood as they shared their personal
experiences.
Summary
The core of this dissertation study was to investigate the role of meaning-making and the
creation of a sense of purpose as protective factors for burnout among certified athletic trainers. I
used mixed methods with an explanatory sequential research design, completing the research
study in two phases. The research methods and procedures have been described in this chapter.
Measures to enhance the trustworthiness of qualitative research findings have been discussed.
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Chapter 4: Results
This chapter will present the data analysis results. Participants were contacted through the
National Athletic Trainers’ Association (NATA) listserv through which 5,000 emails were sent
out. In addition, the link to the survey questionnaires was posted on social media platforms,
particularly Facebook and Twitter, which are used by athletic training professionals. There were
356 responses from the NATA listserv and 211 from social media posts and other sources.
Elimination of incomplete responses resulted in 471 valid data records (83% completion rate). I
analyzed the data using SPSS for Windows, version 27.0. It is important to note that the range of
scores for the meaningful work variable as measured on the Work and Meaning Inventory
(WAMI) was incomplete because one item was omitted from the online survey questionnaire by
mistake. Therefore, the validity of these scores may be questionable. Table 1 shows a summary
of inter-correlations, means, standard deviations, and internal consistency reliabilities (alpha
values) for each variable.
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Table 1.
Variable Correlations (n=471)
Variable

M

SD

Correlations
3
4

α

1
2
5
1. Greater
Good
10.10 3.07
.76
-Motivations
2. Meaning
7.39 1.57
.63
.589
-Making*
3. Positive
16.51 2.72
.84
.712
.728
-Meaning
4. WEMWBS
47.38 9.48
.93
.427
.463
.541
-5. Emotional
2.92 1.46
.94
-.409 -.381 -.455 -.620
-Exhaustion
6. Deperson1.73 1.45
.86
-.466 -.346 -.439 -.377
.744
alization
7. Personal
Accomplish4.63 0.84
.78
.525
.509
.549
.586
-.401
ment
Note: *Meaning Making score ranges limited due to missing item from questionnaire
All values at the p< .01(2-tailed)

6

--.418

Demographics
Among the 471 study participants whose responses were included in this analysis, 38.9%
were male, 60.5% were female, 0.2% were non-binary, and 0.4% chose not to disclose their
gender identity. This sample closely tracked the NATA member population, consisting of 45%
male and 55% female (NATA, 2021). Most participants (95.1%) were 25 to 64 years old,
consistent with the recorded age range of athletic trainers in clinical practice. About 49.5% of the
participants were aged 25-34 years, and 29.1% were 35-44 years old. About half of the
participants (50.5%) were married, 44.2% were never married, 2.5% were divorced, 0.6%
widowed, 0.4% separated, and 1.7% declined to disclose their marital status. Regarding ethnic
representation, 89.6% were Caucasian, which tracks well with the Athletic Trainer population,
which is 81.45% Caucasian (NATA, 2020).
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The largest number of study participants (38.6%) worked in colleges. Every state in the
US was represented in the sample except Mississippi, Oregon, and Rhode Island. Finally,
participants had earned a variety of academic degrees: bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorates. The
level of education included 18.9% with Bachelor’s, 74.3% with Master’s, and 6.8% with
Doctorate degrees. These proportions in academic degrees were consistent with the recorded
education levels in the profession (NATA, 2021).
Phase One Research Results
Differences in Perceived Career Meaning According to Professional Settings
A dichotomous 2-tailed t-Test indicated no statistically significant difference between
athletic trainers working in single, compared to those working in multiple settings on motivation
based on the notion that one was contributing to a greater good, t(469) = -.21, p=.83. Similarly,
there was no statistically significant difference between the two groups when compared on
meaning-making, t(469) = 1.39, p=.16. However, there was a statistically significant difference
between those working in single versus multiple settings when compared on positive meaning,
t(469) = 2.05, p=.04, with mean scores favoring those working in single settings (M=16.62,
SD=3.15) over those in multiple settings (M=15.95, SD=3.15). The means and standard
deviations for scores on the above-stated three variables can be seen in Table 2.
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Table 2.
Mean Scores on Motivation based on the Notion of Contributing to a Greater Good, MeaningMaking through work, and Positive Meaning (n=471)
WAMI Category

Employment
Setting

N

Mean

SD

Std. Error of
the Mean

Greater Good
Motivations

Single

389

10.09

3.05

.15

Multiple

82

10.17

3.18

.35

Meaning Making
through Work

Single

389

7.43

1.54

.07

Multiple

82

7.17

1.70

.18

Single

389

16.62

2.61

.13

Multiple

82

15.95

3.15

.34

Positive Meaning

Effect of Work on Certified Athletic Trainers’ Burnout
As members of the medical professional community, it was useful to compare the scores
of the athletic trainers in the study sample to the population norms for all healthcare
professionals. This analysis made it possible determine how Athletic Trainers (ATs) compared
with the general community of medical professionals on burnout (Eason, et al., 2018; Giacobbi,
2009; Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et
al., 2020; Pinto, 2011). There was a statistically significant difference between the study sample
and medical professional norms when compared on emotional exhaustion, t(1578) = 6.89,
p<.0001, with athletic trainers in our sample demonstrating higher levels of emotional
exhaustion. Similarly, there was a statistically significant difference between the sample and the
general population norms when compared on depersonalization, t(1578) = 4.65, p<.0001 with
athletic trainers in this study demonstrating higher levels of depersonalization. Finally, there was
no statistically significant difference between the study sample and the general population norms
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when compared on perceived personal accomplishment, t(1578) = 1.01, p=0.309 (See Table 3 for
comparisons among mean scores).
Table 3.
Comparisons among Study Sample, Medical Profession, and the General Population on
Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, and Personal Accomplishment
MBI Indicator
Emotional Exhaustion
Depersonalization

Employment Setting

N

Mean

SD

ATs*

476

2.92

1.45

Medical Professionals**

1104

2.47

1.06

ATs*

476

1.72

1.44

Medical Professionals**

1104

1.42

1.04

ATs*

476

4.62

0.84

Personal Accomplishment
Medical Professionals**
1104
4.57
0.92
*ATs data from surveyed certified athletic trainers
**Medical professional population data retrieved from the MBI Manual (Maslach et al., 2018)
According to Maslach et al. (2018), higher scores of emotional exhaustion and
depersonalization are considered to be indicative of higher levels of burnout. Lower scores of
personal accomplishment are also considered to indicate higher levels of burnout. Based on the
above Means, it is clear that the athletic trainers in this study experienced higher burnout levels
than other medical professionals.
Meaningfulness as a Predictor of Burnout among Certified Athletic Trainers in the USA
I conducted regression analysis to determine how well meaningful work explained the
three variables of burnout: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal
accomplishment.
Meaningfulness of work as a predictor of emotional exhaustion. Simple linear
regression indicated that meaningful work was a significant predictor of emotional exhaustion,
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F(3, 472) = 45.73, p<.001, adjusted R2 = .22 (Meaningful work explained up to 22% of
variability in emotional exhaustion scores, a medium effect size according to Cohen, 1988).
Multiple regression analysis indicated that a linear combination of greater good motivation (β= .16, p =.006) and positive meaning (β= -.28, p<.001) also significantly predicted emotional
exhaustion, F(3, 472)=45.73, p<.001. The adjusted R2 was .22 (up to 22% of exhaustion scores
were explained by the model, a medium effect size according to Cohen, 1988). Beta weights can
be seen on Table 4. They indicate that the best predictor of exhaustion is positive meaning.
Table 4.
Meaningful Work as a Predictor of Emotional Exhaustion
WAMI Category

M

SD

p

(Constant)

Std. Error

Beta

.36

Greater Good Motivations

10.10

3.07

.006

.02

-.16

Meaning Making through Work

7.39

1.57

.158

.05

-.08

Positive Meaning

16.50

2.72

<.001

.03

-.28

Meaningfulness of work as a predictor of depersonalization. Simple linear regression
indicated that meaningful work was a significant predictor of depersonalization, F(3, 472) =
50.05, p<.001, adjusted R2 = .24 (Meaningful work explained up to 24% of variability in
depersonalization scores, a medium effect size according to Cohen, 1988). Multiple regression
analysis indicated that a linear combination of greater good motivation (β= -.31, p<.001) and
positive meaning (β= -.21, p =.002) also significantly predicted depersonalization, F(3,
472)=50.05, p<.001. The adjusted R2 was .24 (up to 24% of depersonalization scores were
explained by the model, a medium effect size according to Cohen, 1988). Beta weights can be
seen on Table 5. They indicate that the best predictor of depersonalization was greater good
motivation.
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Table 5.
Meaningful Work as a Predictor of Depersonalization
WAMI Category

M

SD

p

Std. Error

(Constant)

Beta

.36

Greater Good Motivations

10.10

3.07

<.001

.02

-.30

Meaning Making through Work

7.39

1.57

.859

.05

-.01

Positive Meaning

16.50

2.72

.002

.03

-.21

Meaningfulness of work as a predictor of personal accomplishment. Simple linear
regression indicated that meaningful work was a significant predictor of personal
accomplishment, F(3, 472) = 87.33, p<.001, adjusted R2 = .35 (Meaningful work explained up to
35% of variability in personal accomplishment scores, a medium effect size according to Cohen,
1988). Multiple regression analysis indicated that a linear combination of all three variables:
greater good motivation, meaning making through work, and positive meaning significantly
predicted personal accomplishment, F(3, 472) = 87.33, p<.001. The adjusted R2 was .35 (the
model explained up to 35% of perceived personal accomplishment scores, a medium effect size
according to Cohen, 1988). Beta weights can be seen on Table 6. They indicate that each of the
three variables uniquely predicted variance in personal accomplishment.
Table 6.
Meaningful Work as a Predictor of Personal Accomplishment
WAMI Category

M

SD

p

(Constant)

Std. Error

Beta

.195

Greater Good Motivations

10.10

3.07

<.001

.01

.24

Meaning Making through Work

7.39

1.57

<.001

.02

.19

Positive Meaning

16.50

2.72

<.001

.01

.24
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Burnout as a Predictor of Mental Well-Being among Certified Athletic Trainers in the USA
Multiple regression analysis was conducted to determine the extent to which a linear
combination of three variables of burnout (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal
accomplishment) predicted mental wellbeing of athletic trainers. A linear combination of the
three variables significantly predicted well-being, F(3, 472)=200.71, p<.001. The adjusted R2
was .55 (up to 55% of exhaustion scores was explained by the model, a large effect size
according to Cohen, 1988). Beta weights can be seen on Table 7. They indicate that each of the
independent variables uniquely contributed significantly to the prediction of variance in wellbeing.
Table 7.
Burnout as a Predictor of Well-being
Burnout Indicator

M

SD

p

(Constant)

Std.
Error

Beta

2.11

Emotional Exhaustion

2.92

1.46

<.001

.30

-.67

Depersonalization

1.73

1.45

<.001

.30

.30

Personal Accomplishment

4.63

.84

<.001

.38

.44

Phase Two Research Findings: Athletic Trainers’ Lived Experience of Career as a Source
of Meaning
Seventeen participants in phase one research who had indicated a willingness to
participate in phase two were contacted. Nine of them agreed to be interviewed, but one did not
show up for the interview. Therefore, eight participants were interviewed. Interviews were
completed and recorded on Zoom. The interviews were transcribed verbatim using NVivo’s
automated transcription service and edited by the researcher for correctness. The data were coded
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using NVivo (Release 1.5.1) as explained earlier (see chapter 3). Data gathering and analysis
continued until data saturation was reached (i.e., no new themes emerged). Saturation was
attained after interviewing 8 study participants. Their demographics can be seen in Table 8.
Table 8
Interview Participant Demographics
Participant

Sex

Age

F

2534

II

M

5564

III

M

3544

I

Marital
Status

Practice
Setting

NATA Academic
District Degree

White 3-5

Secondary
School

5

Master’s

Married

White 30+

Educator
(College/
University)

3

Doctorate

Married

Black

College/
University

9

Master’s

5

Doctorate

Single

Race

Years of
Practice

15-20

IV

F

3544

Married

White 10-15

Educator
(College/
University)

V

M

2534

Married

White 10-15

Clinic/
Hospital

5

Bachelor’s

5

Master’s

VI

F

2534

VII

F

2534

Single

White 3-5

College/
University
& Educator
(College/
University)

Single

Asian

Emerging
Setting

8

Bachelor’s

Professional

7

Master’s

25VIII
M
34
Married
Note: F=female; M=male

5-10

White 5-10

61

The Personal Experience of Career as a Source of Meaning for Certified Athletic Trainers in
the USA
Qualitative data analysis revealed that when participants practiced as certified athletic
trainers in various employment settings across the United States of America, they felt a sense of
purpose but were also dissatisfied. These experiences were articulated in the following themes:
contributors to career as a source of meaning; and detractors to experience of career as a source
of meaning.
Contributors to Career as a Source of Meaning
Study participants described service, the establishment of boundaries and self-care, and
the presence of a solid support system as contributors to the sense of career as a source of
meaning.
Service. Participants described the sense of service when working as an indicator of
meaning. The notion of service included the feeling that one was serving a purpose beyond selfinterests by serving others. This service to others made the occupation of athletic training
meaningful. For example, participant III stated:
So, for me, it's being able to help the athletes perform at their best first and foremost. So
that's what being in AT is to me. It's helping them be the best they can be. And that gives
me pleasure. That's what I get up and look forward to doing every day, is I get to help my
athletes.

Closely related to service was the status bestowed by membership into the profession of
athletic training. By being certified athletic trainers, study participants felt that others needed
them. In this regard, participant II stated:
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You know, I've, I've had a passion for the profession and probably more importantly, for
making it better for the next generation. So, I get that now that I'm not either working
clinically or even teaching specifically athletic training, as I'm chair of the state licensure
board, I'm on six NATA committees. So, I, I find a connection and a reward in trying to
make the profession better for those that come behind.

This sentiment was supported by participant IV who added:
The relationships that you get to, to build not just with patients, but also with colleagues
and co-workers. That's the one thing that I miss the most moving out of the clinic was not
having those relationships with my student athletes anymore and having the opportunity
to mentor and serve in that way. That was one of the things that attracted me to athletic
training over some of the other health care professions that I had considered. So that part
was definitely a favorite.

Part of what made service a contributor to career meaning was the joy of seeing patients
improve after receiving participants’ services. In these instances, participants felt that they were
a part of their patients’ success stories. In this regard, participant I stated:
I enjoy the relationships with my athletes and building trust and communication with
them. It's probably one of my favorite things, athletes feeling comfortable sharing. You
know, from some injuries that they probably wouldn't have told somebody that they're not
close to or that they would never share with the coach, to sharing mental health issues
that they're having and sharing, you know, even issues that they're having at home, and
just being a listening ear and maybe, you know, in my setting, being the only person that
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has listened to them and has cared about them that day and has taken the time to, you
know.

Further, participant V added:
But a lot of the patients we see, if they have a fracture or a significant thing going on,
and that's the biggest thing going on in their life for them, and a lot of times for their
families. So, I feel like we're doing something that, you know, trying to help them guide
them through a time that's difficult and unexpected. And we see it every day. But, you
know, it's, it's hard to know what all that's going on and try to be somebody that can
answer questions for people and give them some guidance and, you know, that type of
stuff. So that's what I enjoy.

When asked to share about aspects of their work that made them feel fulfilled,
participants largely identified service as a significant factor. Even participants who demonstrated
signs of burnout, stress, and dissatisfaction identified service as a source of meaning in their
career. Several participants stated that the challenges they faced in their work were worth it when
their patients got better and succeeded. Examples of participant’ responses in this regard can be
seen in Table 9.
Two participants in phase two research had left the more traditional roles of athletic
training at the time of the interview to join higher academic administration positions. These
participants also stated that service to others in their former employment settings was a source of
meaning in their work. They missed that aspect of their careers. In addition to the participants
who had moved into academic administration, two other interviewees worked in less traditional
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settings in hospital/orthopedic clinics and occupational safety and orthopedics (an emerging area
of practice for AT). All four participants who had left more traditional AT expressed their search
for the same service component in their new employment settings.
Table 9
Service as a Source of Meaning in Career
Participant

I

II

III

IV

Exemplars
“I enjoy the relationships with my athletes and building trust and communication
with them. It's probably one of my favorite things, athletes feeling comfortable
sharing. You know, from some injuries that they probably wouldn't have told
somebody that they're not close to or that they would never share with the coach,
to sharing mental health issues that they're having and sharing, you know, even
issues that they're having at home, and just being a listening ear and maybe, you
know, in my setting, being the only person that has listened to them and has cared
about them that day and has taken the time to, you know.”
“You know, I've, I've had a passion for the profession and probably more
importantly, for making it better for the next generation. So, I get that now that
I'm not either working clinically or even teaching specifically athletic training, as
I'm chair of the state licensure board, I'm on six NATA committees. So, I, I find a
connection and a reward in trying to make the profession better for those that
come behind.”
“So, for me, it's being able to help the athletes perform at their best first and
foremost. So that's what being in AT is to me. It's helping them be the best they
can be. And that gives me pleasure. That's what I get up and look forward to
doing every day, is I get to help my athletes… I worked at the high school level
and the joy for that was seeing them go on to be college athletes and seeing them
go on to be just better people, making sure that they were safe, and they got to
enjoy their sport, but then being safe enough to continue being active later on in
life. And now that I've transitioned to college, it's the same thing as whether they
go on to be pro athletes or whether they go on to just be moms and dads, regular
people, just making sure that they're able to do those things later in life.”
“The relationships that you get to, to build not just with patients, but also with
colleagues and co-workers. That's the one thing that I miss the most moving out
of the clinic was not having those relationships with my student athletes anymore
and having the opportunity to mentor and serve in that way. That was one of the
things that attracted me to athletic training over some of the other health care
professions that I had considered. So that part was definitely a favorite.”
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“I also feel very fulfilled when I meet with students, whether it's helping out with
enrollment appointments through the summer or even meeting with students who
have been charged with academic integrity violations. I find those very fulfilling
because I use them as a learning opportunity, not a punishment opportunity, so
that I consider fulfilling. Working with faculty members in the classroom and,
you know, I'm usually in there to do an evaluation, but again, I, I value
developmental evaluations instead of just regular reporting evaluation, so I find
fulfillment in working with people and having conversations about how to
improve their own teaching or in some other folks that I supervise, how to
improve their own performance or figuring out how I can support them.”

V

VI

VII

VIII

“I guess that it's kind of a generic answer, but I guess just helping people. In
athletics, it's different because you're kind of just, you know, unless it's a big
devastating thing, you're just kind of helping with everyday little things. But a lot
of the patients we see, if they have a fracture or a significant thing going on, and
that's the biggest thing going on in their life for them, and a lot of times for their
families. So, I feel like we're doing something that, you know, trying to help them
guide them through a time that's difficult and unexpected. And we see it every
day. But, you know, it's, it's hard to know what all that's going on and try to be
somebody that can answer questions for people and give them some guidance
and, you know, that type of stuff. So that's what I enjoy.”
“…And so just always kind of, rooting for the other person, and put them first,
but I mean essentially, like, that's pretty much how I live my life. It's putting
others first, making sure that my bucket is full and working through that. But I
feel like especially in a profession like this, me as a person comes second. And
making sure that, you know, I know that God put those people in my life for a
reason, and so… making sure that I just am that that light and that smile and
working through that, in that way.”
“It's like there might be like a bariatric patient who hasn't been weight bearing in
months or hasn't set up independently in a long time. How can we get them to do
that safely and figure out like what equipment can we use to get them to do that
without injuring the patient or injuring the staff? Like things like that! You're
like, OK, career wise that is meaningful.”
“I think it's just rewarding, like I said, I mean, and not that I let my athletes’
success determine how I feel, but I mean, when we bust our butt and go through
these camps and go through long hours, long weeks, long months, long years…
When we finally had the Olympics, it was awesome to see our athletes win nine
medals and know that you had a piece of that. You know, just a little piece, but
you still played a role in having that, and it just shows that all those things pay
off. All that hard work pays off, and it inspires me to continue to work at that
level.”
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“I love this profession. I really can't see myself doing anything different. Yeah, I
think it's very rewarding as long as you approach it the right way.”
Boundaries and Self-Care. Another key theme contributing to meaning in career that
was evident in the data was the importance of boundaries and self-care. When study participants
were able to set appropriate boundaries that allowed for self-care, participation in hobbies
outside of work, time for personal relationships, disengagement from work responsibilities, and
realistic work expectations, they experienced a sense of meaning in their work. All participants,
for example, valued some form of rest, rejuvenation, and fulfillment outside of work to avoid
burnout as a way of continuing to experience career as meaningful. Examples of activities in
which participants engaged in order to rejuvenate included recreation leagues, exercise, watching
television, family activities, and baking. Participants also described things they avoided in order
to take care of themselves so as to enhance their sense of meaning in their careers. Such things
included turning off the phone, delaying responses to emails, and avoiding cramming their
schedule outside of work. In this regard, participant I stated:
Relaxing is hanging out with family and friends and self-care as far as taking quiet time
for myself, shutting off my phone, um, setting boundaries with coaches and athletes and
making sure I'm not responding to that over the weekends or when I'm having time with
family and friends, reading books, watching TV shows that I like, basically things just to,
um, re... what's the word that I'm looking for recenter my mind on myself.
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Further, participant VI stated:
So I try to take time for myself, like I live like an active lifestyle. I like to work out. I like
to try to eat. I like to eat, period. But try to eat healthy sometimes, like practice what I
preach.

Participant III added:
I enjoy, outside of athletic training, lifting first and foremost, that's my therapy away
from the grind that can be athletic training. I like to read, spend time with family, travel
as much as we can, and that's me.

This theme is consistent with factors that have been found in previous research to be
necessary for career meaningfulness such as safety, comfort, stability, and the ability to care for
one’s body and mind (Argentzell et al., 2012; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Steger et al., 2012).
Examples for the theme of boundaries and self-care can be seen in Table 10.
Faith. Participants also identified faith as a source of meaning in their professional lives.
Faith provided a purpose for their professional service by providing stability and a sense of
safety. Faith also guided care for self. For example, participant I stated:
There's a lot of different philosophies that I could apply, but I think a big one for me is,
as a Christian knowing that whatever I'm doing has an eternal impact not just on me, but
on the others around me, and knowing that I'm living my life and doing my job with
integrity and doing it to the best of my ability and showing as much love and compassion
as I can for others, is not only a testament to my relationship with God, but it shows
others around me that my relationship with God as well.
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Additionally, participant IV stated:
…a big part of that was to work at a Christian college that held true to taking Sundays off
and keeping it the Sabbath. That was much more important to me than I really envisioned
coming out of grad school, mostly because I worked on Sundays and grad school, not
doing clinicals. but I worked serving at a restaurant because I needed to pay bills at that
point in time, too. So, once I had the opportunity to not have to work on Sundays, I really
found that to be an important part of kind of maintaining balance in life was to actually
take some days and hold them to what they're supposed to be.

Balance. Participants described the importance of balance as a contributor to meaning.
The balance was obtained by forming boundaries through prioritization of family. In this regard,
participant VIII stated:
As bad as it sounds, I would say not really, to be honest, I mean, my work, I really try to
set my work aside from my personal life. And when I think of life fulfillment, I think about
my family, personally. Like this job, it's great. I mean, the best job in the world. I truly
believe that. But my athletes’ successes or what I have got at work when I go home, like I
have four kids to take care of and my wife, and I don't even have time to really think
about working.

This boundary between work and home life was found in previous research to be an
expression of a sense of independence. It required an internal locus of control, freedom in
creativity, and a sense of autonomy (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016;
Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ikiugu, Westerfield, et al., 2015;
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Martela & Pessi, 2018; Pisarik, 2009; Steger et al., 2012). The sense of independence was
particularly important for participants in the present research. They did not want to feel
controlled, and they enjoyed having the freedom to take care of themselves and their families.
This freedom was expressed in the ability to make arrangements to take care of sick kids, attend
doctors’ appointments, or fulfill other roles in life. Participant VIII stated:
If I get a call from daycare, which is my son's sick and I gotta leave, I guess I better have
a backup plan and find a way to communicate and make sure he knows what's going on
and things like that.

Participant II, who had transitioned from the traditional AT role, further stated:
…and I got used to it and really enjoyed the lifestyle, you know, essentially the freedom,
shorter work weekends, which I hadn't had for almost 20 years at that point.

Freedom to practice with autonomy also allowed participants to set boundaries and,
therefore, enhanced meaning in their careers. Many of them did not like being micromanaged.
For example, participant III stated:
Right now, there is nothing I can say that I would change per se, as I'm right where I
want to be, right where I've always needed to be, even. If I was being here, being
accepted as a part of the team, not feeling like an outsider and just being able to do what
I do without any micromanagement or any interference, the head AT he brought us on
and he lets us do what we feel we need to do best instead of saying do it this way, do it
that way, he gives us free reign to do it as a way we see fit.
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Participant VI also stated:
…coming here, like people care about you, people want you to succeed and be healthy in
every single way. And we have a beautiful facility and any tool that we could ask for, and
we're allowed to ask for things and do more continuing ed and just really become the best
we can for the staff and the school. It's like right now, like personally for my fulfillment,
there is nothing. Obviously in a perfect world, like let's not work 12 hours a day, but it's
athletics, we can't change that sometimes.
Table 10
Boundaries and Self-Care as Source of Meaning in Career
Participant

Subtheme

Safety &
Comfort

I

Safety &
Comfort

II

Safety &
Comfort

Exemplars
“Relaxing is hanging out with family and friends and self-care as
far as taking quiet time for myself, shutting off my phone, um,
setting boundaries with coaches and athletes and making sure I'm
not responding to that over the weekends or when I'm having time
with family and friends, reading books, watching TV shows that I
like, basically things just to, um, re.. what's the word that I'm
looking for recenter my mind on myself.”
“It feels as though I am doing the right things. It feels as though I
am where I'm supposed to be at in this moment. That feels fulfilling
to me… Jobs open up at the right time, even apartments opening up
at the right time for me to live where I'm living at, meeting my
boyfriend at the right time. You know, location wise, everything is
working out as it's supposed to be, and that feels like I'm where I'm
supposed to be. And that makes me feel comforted and fulfilled in
life.”
“My main source of stress relief and kick off and relaxation is
playing soccer. I play in an organized men's league and we have a
variety of teams and a good, strong community of adult men,
soccer players. So, I play indoor two days a week and outdoor one
or two days a week, depending on the season. So physical activity
in the context of soccer is certainly one. TV is a is a good kind of
stress reliever for me. It's one of the few things that turns my brain
off, which is good.”
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Comfort &
Independence

Safety &
Comfort

Safety &
Comfort
III
Comfort &
Independence

Comfort &
Independence

IV

Comfort

“…and I got used to it and really enjoyed the lifestyle, you know,
essentially the freedom, shorter work weekends, which I hadn't had
for almost 20 years at that point.”
“First is I take care of myself so I can take care of others… So,
whether that's sitting in the car before coming in and making sure
that I get my mind focused in the right direction to do what I need
to do when I get here. And same thing getting home is maybe sit in
the car for five minutes to decompress, wind down. So, I make sure
that I don't take any of the struggles that may have happened here at
work, home to my family, make sure I take care of myself in order
to take care of others.”
“I enjoy, outside of athletic training, lifting first and foremost, that's
my therapy away from the grind that can be athletic training. I like
to read, spend time with family, travel as much as we can, and
that's me.”
“I'm at the part of my career where I don't want to achieve anything
in general so much as being here, being a great team member to the
sports med team here… So, making sure that I'm the great team
member to my sports med team, a great AT to my teams and the
school overall as a whole because we help each other out also. We
may help to cover another sport that we're not assigned to… then
making sure that I don't get too tied up with work, that I forget
about family also. So, make sure everything is balanced.”
“…being here, being accepted as a part of the team, not feeling like
an outsider and just being able to do what I do without any
micromanagement or any interference. The Head AT, he brought us
on and he lets us do what we feel we need to do best instead of
saying do it this way, do it that way, he gives us free reign to do it
as a way we see fit.”
“A big part of it, at least kind of right out of grad school when I
was working clinically, a big part of that was to work at a Christian
college that held true to taking Sundays off and keeping it the
Sabbath. That was much more important to me than I really
envisioned coming out of grad school… So once I had the
opportunity to not have to work on Sundays, I really found that to
be an important part of kind of maintaining balance in life, to
actually take some days and hold them to what they're supposed to
be.”
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Safety,
Comfort, &
Independence

V

Safety &
Comfort

Safety &
Comfort

Safety &
Comfort
VI

Safety,
Comfort, &
Independence

VII

Safety,
Comfort, &
Independence

“For the most part, I would say I felt like a valued member of a
team, you know, who my services were acknowledged and how
things impacted me most times were acknowledged. So overall, I
would say that I was happy as a clinical athletic trainer, but the
hours required of it didn't align with my family and our goals for
our family.”
“I like to play golf. I don't know if I would consider that relaxing
because it's usually just frustrating, but I guess that's kind of
applies. Just kind of doing stuff with the kids, if it's at home when
I'm at home, sometimes it always feels like there's stuff you should
be doing at home and your projects or yard work and that kind of
stuff. So, I guess sometimes it's more relaxing to go out and do
something rather than be at home. Go out to eat or go do something
with the kids that they enjoy. So, go to the park, that kind of thing.
So that's relaxing when you're not around things that you feel like
you need to get done when you have a break from that.”
“So, I try to take time for myself, like I live like an active lifestyle.
I like to work out. I like to try to eat. I like to eat, period. But try to
eat healthy sometimes, like practice what I preach.”
“I watch Netflix, I just got Hulu. Well, my dad got Hulu cause, you
know, I'm still enjoying that login access, but we just got Hulu. So,
like just sitting down and making sure the AC is on, chillin' under
my blankets, watching TV of some sort, some show, and I really
have gained a liking the Candy Crush.”
“I mean, we're very blessed here to be able to kind of go if we need
to go and get stuff done personally and outside of work. So
definitely if I stayed [here], I would have that luxury if I were to
have a family one day. But it's kind of hard to look at my schedule
now and imagine having, even just having a husband to bring into
the chaos of my life, but definitely having children that kind of that
family aspect really, really kind of puts up a flag and is like, can
you make it work?”
“I think the two are becoming less intertwined where like coming
out of college early to mid, even late twenties like identity is all
athletic trainer and like, my work makes me happy, like I can just,
like, go, go, go, like the Energizer Bunny…Like I could do this all
day and you're like, well, now I know what it's like to have, like,
hobbies outside of work and figure, like, all those other things. So,
like, I feel athletic trainer identity has come down a lot in my life.
And now I almost identify more as like a health care provider.”
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Safety &
Independence

Safety &
Comfort

VIII

Safety,
Comfort, &
Independence

“If I get a call from daycare, which is my son's sick and I gotta
leave, I guess I better have a backup plan and find a way to
communicate and make sure he knows what's going on and things
like that.”
“Thankfully, I had a good boss who exposed me to emotional
intelligence… and [I] really fell in love with it because it's
something that I could control versus, you know, how people think
about you or what your workday is like. Ultimately, you can decide
how that day goes, right? If you're choosing to invest in your
mental health and how to improve yourself… I felt that since I
started learning that and diligently practice it, that it has truly made
me a better professional.”
“As bad as it sounds, I would say not really, to be honest, I mean,
my work, I really try to set my work aside from my personal life.
And when I think of life fulfillment, I think about my family,
personally. Like this job, it's great. I mean, the best job in the
world. I truly believe that. But my athletes’ successes or what I
have got at work when I go home, like I have four kids to take care
of and my wife, and I don't even have time to really think about
working. And I will if something happens, and I need to be
attentive. Absolutely. I'm locked in, ready to help out. But I would
say having to do those negative things or the lesser tasks, I know
that's not the verbiage you were using, but I would say they don't
really have an impact on the fulfillment of my life or how I view
my life, to be completely honest. Might frustrate me, I guess, if I'm
dealing with drama at work. But it doesn't carry over into my
personal life, really.”

Support System and Mentorship. Participants perceived a strong support system and
mentorship as a source of meaning in their careers. Six of the eight participants emphasized the
value of mentorship to prevent burnout in their careers. For example, participant VIII stated:
So, there was a lot of failures my first year, and I honestly tried to quit. Thankfully, I had
a good boss who exposed me to emotional intelligence and said, I think this could be
beneficial for you, maybe just study it…And I feel that since I started learning that and
diligently practice it, that it has truly made me a better professional.
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Participant III added:
…I would say, making sure you have a great support system. If I didn't have the support
system that I did, I think that I might have left the profession then because it was so
difficult. But that's where I recommend any of the YPs [young professionals] that I talk to
is make sure that you find a way to find work life balance early. It was something that my
first year at the high school, there were two other ATs there, and one of the older ATs,
that's one thing that she did with me. She made sure that I learned how to balance
working life as a young AT, instead of having to learn by experience or being burned out
first and then realizing that I need to have work life balance. So that's one thing that I
will recommend to young ATs as soon as possible is learn how to have that work life
balance. And that will help make athletic training more meaningful and I think limits that
burnout side of things.

Participants with longer tenures in the field explained the role that mentorship had played
in their careers and the commitment they felt to pay it forward through investment in the next
generation of ATs. Participant V stated: “I don't feel unmeaningful, so I don't know how to say it
would be more. Maybe have more of an influence as more of a mentor for people, to help them.”

Participants newer to the profession expressed the need for improved mentorship in the
profession. In this regard, participant I stated:
I think that we need to have a better, solid understanding of what we are as a profession
and what we should be. You know, have solid goals for our profession, and then just, the
older population trying to help out the younger population. Instead of, ‘Well, I learned it,
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you better learn it too. Here, let me help you. Let me help boost you into this profession
and not have to just struggle your way through life.’ So that's what I would like to see
eventually, is kind of the intermingling of those two groups pulling each other up.

The desire to improve mentorship led some younger ATs to initiate efforts to provide
support for those coming behind them. For example, participant VIII stated:
Impacting the younger professionals in our career. I'm only 32, so I'm certainly not old
by any means, but I feel like I was just talking to somebody else about this. I feel like
there's a big disconnect how I was brought up in the profession to how it is now.

This emphasis on mentorship in promoting meaning and preventing burnout is consistent
with what has been found in other studies on burnout and meaning (Argentzell, Hakansson, &
Eklund, 2012; Awa et al., 2010; van Dierendonck et al., 1998; Eason et al., 2018; Gu et al., 2015;
Kania et al., 2009; Mazzerolle et al., 2008; Mazzerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby, Gallucci, &
Wynveen, 2020).
Participants indicated that other sources of support that enhanced the meaning in their
careers included family, friends, colleagues, and administrators. These support systems provided
participants with a sense of belonging, a purpose beyond work, and an escape from the job
demands. In this regard, participant III stated:
I think I've been blessed to have been in great positions to where I was able to block out,
some of those things, or be surrounded by great coaches, be surrounded by great
administration, even when things are tough, they're not tough enough to where I say I
don't want to do this anymore.
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Two participants described the difficulty they experienced separating work from self-care
activities when there was no partner at home to whom to go after work as an illustration of the
importance of the home support system. Participant VI stated:
So just kind of now it really, really revolves around it just because I'm also new to this
community as well. Still, I feel like even my second year. You know, I have friends, but it's
like we're all busy and we don't really have time to do as much as I think we would like to
do outside of work.

Other participants emphasized their spouses’ instrumental role in work debriefing, career
decision-making, and overall support, leading to greater satisfaction with life. Individuals with
children cited them as a part of their support system because they provided a fresh perspective in
life, making it easy to set boundaries. Participant IV stated:
…So first and foremost is faith and church life. Second is family and being available for
my family in all aspects of the word, and then is my job, third. My job is important to me,
but what I have learned as I've progressed through my life is that my job is not as
important to me as it once was and there's so much more to life than working. But, it's
taken me a long time to grow into that idea, that work is not my highest priority.

She further stated:
I think having kids really put things into perspective of what is most important in life.
Being married too, but the difference was being married without kids, it was still easy to
place an emphasis on my spouse, even if we were working different schedules. Once we
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started looking at having kids… those two things weren't going to align easily with kids....
So, identifying really what's a priority for me these days, it's what's more important to
me, being a meeting at work or me being present for a kid's activity at school or me? You
know?

Participant VIII stated:
My family is extremely important to me. My job is important, but without my family and
the support of them, my job kind of takes a backseat, to be completely honest. I've had to
learn that.

Professionally, administrators, coaches, colleagues and even patients were cited as an
important source of support for participants by decreasing workplace conflict, and thus
enhancing a sense of autonomy, competence, and connection, which promoted positive feelings,
purpose, and meaning in work. Participant II stated:
I like the people, both the professional, your colleagues, but also the athletes I've been
fortunate to work with over the years and most of the coaches I had worked with, and
even as I moved into academia in general, this profession just had some really good
people in it.
Relationships with colleagues also provided a sense of belonging to something bigger,
the sense that we’re in this together. In this sense, they were an important source of support.
They provided meaning at work, decreasing burnout, and attrition. Participant III stated: “If I
didn't have the support system that I did, I think that I might have left the profession then
because it was so difficult.”
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Additional exemplars for the importance of mentorship as a source of career meaning can be
seen in Table 11.
Table 11
Support System and Mentorship as a Source of Meaning in Career
Participant

I

Exemplars
“I think that we need to have a better, solid understanding of what we are as a
profession and what we should be. You know, have solid goals for our
profession, and then just, the older population trying to help out the younger
population. Instead of, ‘Well, I learned it, you better learn it too. Here, let me help
you. Let me help boost you into this profession and not have to just struggle your
way through life.’ So that's what I would like to see eventually, is kind of the
intermingling of those two groups pulling each other up.”
“Relaxing is hanging out with family and friends…”
“I like the people, both the professional, your colleagues, but also the athletes I've
been fortunate to work with over the years and most of the coaches I had worked
with, and even as I moved into academia in general, this profession just had some
really good people in it.”

II

III

“I think one of the things, the more I've been in leadership positions, the more I
recognize the need to reward or recognize the people who do good things versus
taking it yourself. And that's probably more as a result of working for people that
you do good things for, and they take credit for it, which really strikes me as not
being the best way. And then I've worked for people that no matter what happens,
they're rewarding people, good or bad, for the things that are positive.”
“My second year being certified, I was at an 8A high school by myself, so that
was the closest I've been to being burned out. But having support, I would say,
making sure you have a great support system. If I didn't have the support system
that I did, I think that I might have left the profession then because it was so
difficult. But that's where I recommend any of the YPs that I talk to is make sure
that you find a way to find work life balance early. It was something that my first
year at the high school, there were two other ATs there, and one of the older ATs,
that's one thing that she did with me. She made sure that I learned how to balance
working life as a young AT, instead of having to learn by experience or being
burned out first and then realizing that I need to have work life balance. So that's
one thing that I will recommend to young ATs as soon as possible is learn how to
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have that work life balance. And that will help make athletic training more
meaningful and I think limits that burnout side of things.”

“It starts with the education programs that so often in athletic training we
celebrate the grind, grind, grind is this is what is expected of athletic trainers. It's
kind of taking that stigma off and seeing the other side of the expectation is to
find work life balance instead of it being a grind, grind, grind, burn yourself out,
because that's what it’s traditionally been. I will say that starts in the education
side of things and teaching the younger ATs or its students that, ‘Hey, this is what
is expected’ as opposed to going in and working those 70, 80 hours without really
a break. ‘Hey, it's OK to take a day off here and there. The world's not going to
end; the sport, the athletics are still going to be there. If you take one day off and
just recover, it's your longevity happens more from the recovery.’ …teaching the
young ATs that same thing is recovery is what makes you better. It's not the longterm, long hours that makes you better. It's the recovery, having a balance that
makes you a better AT. And that's where my philosophy of taking care of myself
to take care of others comes in. It was, that's something that I learned over the
years. As the better I felt, the better I was able to be for my patient population.”
“I think I've been blessed to have been in great positions to where I was able to
block out, some of those things, or be surrounded by great coaches, be
surrounded by great administration, even when things are tough, they're not tough
enough to where I say I don't want to do this anymore.”
“My job is important to me, but what I have learned as I've progressed through
my life is that my job is not as important to me as it once was and that, there's so
much more to life than working. It's taken me a long time to grow into that idea,
but work is not my highest priority.”

IV

“For the most part, I had coaches that I enjoyed working with. They might not
have always taken me and my schedule into consideration when things needed to
change, but for the most part, I would say I felt like a valued member of a team,
who my services were acknowledged and how things impacted me most times
were acknowledged.”
“I think probably as an athletic trainer, something that other people could have
done, from the role of ADs and coaches, they could have had a greater
appreciation for how their decisions impacted me and my time and my schedule.
You know, not just assume that because I was a young, single athletic trainer, that
I was always available. I think that being taught earlier in my career to advocate
for myself and to establish boundaries would have been helpful as a younger
athletic trainer working clinically.”

V

“I think your job can kind of be your calling, and that's what you focus on, but
also your job can help you fulfill your calling that's outside of your job.”
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“I think you know, treat people the way that you would like to be treated. Don't
expect people to do things for you that you're not willing to do yourself. Like, I
tried to stick to that a lot when I was a preceptor. Just because I don't want to fill
water bottles, I'm not going to go make the students do it, or you know, I'm not
going to expect people to clean something that I wouldn't do myself.”
“I don't know. I mean, I guess I don't feel unmeaningful, so I don't know how to
say it would be more. Maybe have more of an influence as more of a mentor for
people, to help them.”
“So just kind of now it really, really revolves around it just because I'm also new
to this community as well. Still, I feel like even my second year. You know, I
have friends, but it's like we're all busy and we don't really have time to do as
much as I think we would like to do outside of work. So, definitely trying to find
that like young professional balance. But, yeah, I would my main sentence would
be that my life revolves around my job, unfortunately.”

VI

“They correlate heavily. I definitely, I try, this is one thing I'm also working on.
It's like, not taking work home with me and just leaving it at the door. But it's
really hard to do as an athletic trainer, in my opinion, just because especially like
right now. I live alone. I don't have something to, this sounds terribly sad, I don't
have anyone to go home to, which is fine. I'm twenty-six years old. That's OK.
But I don't have, you know, that like, I'm going to go talk to so-and-so, like my
roommate or whatever, about their day and whatever or continue that
conversation we were having last night or something like that. So, it's a lot of like
reflecting on my day with myself. It's definitely like, if I have a bad day at work,
or I like screw up something, or the ice bath wasn't cold enough or whatever, like
those are just little things, or the big things that I like take home with me and I
get, I try not, I try to let it go once I go to bed, but it definitely carries over into
like eating dinner at home and relaxing.”
“I'm really lucky. Like this is just coming from
University and coming
here. People care about you, people want you to succeed and be healthy in every
single way.”

VII

“I think, like, I was talking to one of my best friends from undergrad who's also
an athletic trainer, and we were comparing our experiences with coaches. And I
think I also got like a string of bad coaching luck versus she like got along really
well with her different sport assignments… But like, just comparing how, like,
our relationships were with our coaches were completely different.”

VIII

“So, there was a lot of failures my first year, and I honestly tried to quit.
Thankfully, I had a good boss who exposed me to emotional intelligence and
said, I think this could be beneficial for you, maybe just study it…And I feel that
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since I started learning that and diligently practice it, that it has truly made me a
better professional.”
“Impacting the younger professionals in our career. I'm only 32, so I'm certainly
not old by any means, but I feel like I was just talking to somebody else about
this. I feel like there's a big disconnect how I was brought up in the profession to
how it is now.”
“My family is extremely important to me. My job is important, but without my
family and the support of them, my job kind of takes a backseat, to be completely
honest. I've had to learn that… I take a lot of pride in learning more about myself
as far as emotional intelligence and how to be a leader. Even though I'm not in a
leadership role or manager role, being the best version of yourself is the best way
to contribute, I feel to your organization, to your job, to your family.”

Detractors to the Experience of Career as a Source of Meaning
Participants described some things that they experienced as reducing the sense of career
as a source of meaning. Such experiences included the feeling that the profession was not very
well understood, poor compensation for services, and stress.
Misunderstanding of the Profession. Participants described their feeling that often what
they did as professionals was misunderstood. Participant VII stated:
…because also a lot of people still don't know what athletic training is. So, then people
resort to being like it’s kind of like physical therapy. It's kind of like this, but it's, it’s not
a well-known thing… Because I think they're still stuck on like trainer, a personal trainer,
aha! Versus OK, what are all the steps that you have to go through? And kind of the
explanation that is often given is like an in one ear out the other. Of like that, ‘no, no,
we're recognized by the American Medical Association,’ but are people listening to that?
No.
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This view was supported by participant II who further noted:
I didn't like, but took it on as a challenge, the general position that athletic training had
in health care and to some extent, depending on where you are in this country, still isn't
necessarily recognized the way it should be.

Many of the participants often felt that they frequently needed to correct wrong
perceptions about basic knowledge of the profession. Participant III stated:
What I like least I would say is still the majority of the public not truly knowing what we
do, with being introduced to someone and they ask, ‘So, what do you do?’ I'm an athletic
trainer. I work in sports medicine. Then they automatically assume it's the personal
training side of things. You can get me in shape. You can do this? Well, no, that's not
quite what I do.

Participant I similarly stated:
Probably the lack of education surrounding the profession. And that plays out as parents,
not understanding what I'm trying to do or parents not understanding how I do my job.
Administrators not understanding what I need to be doing my job. And I should caveat
that with I have amazing administrators currently. Um, coaches not understanding what I
need to do to do my job and then just general public misunderstanding of, ‘I sit at games
and watch sports,’ you know, or ‘I called the ambulance when somebody breaks their
leg,’ that that type of deal, when there's, when there's so much other care involved and in
everything, and it's not just taping ankles and it's not just calling the ambulance when
somebody is doing something, you know? So much more than that.
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The lack of understanding of the profession by those who interact with ATs regularly
such as the coaches, administrators, other healthcare providers, athletes, and parents was
even more frustrating to the participants. Participant I observed that the source of her
frustration was:
…Administrators not understanding what I need to be doing my job. And I should
caveat that with I have amazing administrators currently. Um, coaches not
understanding what I need to do to do my job.

However, participants noted that there were differences across the country in
understanding the profession. For example, participant IV stated:
…having gone to school in the southeast region of the country, athletic trainers there, my
perception was that they were a much more important part of the team than what my
perception of athletic training in this region of the country has been. Even the physicians
that we worked with when I was in grad school, looked to us as orthopedic specialists
and having an expertise in our field. Whereas here, I feel like we have had to fight tooth
and nail for everything that we've accomplished here.
Several participants clearly noted that enhanced understanding or a solid awareness of
who they were as a profession would likely improve outsider perception and career meaning. In
this regard, participant IV stated:
…this is kind of my experience in this part of the country, is that we also have a segment
of athletic trainers who have not stepped up to advancing the profession and are still
functioning, kind of as like in the old internship model of, you know, ‘we're just here to
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tape ankles, and we're just here to provide water. And if somebody gets hurt, you know, I
can help with that.

Additionally, participant I stated: “I think that we need to have a better, solid
understanding of what we are as a profession and what we should be. You know, have solid
goals for our profession.”

Some participants indicated that ATs are also to blame because sometimes, they are
trying to be like other professionals without a clear understanding of their unique identity. In this
regard, participant V stated: “Sometimes it almost seems like we're just like shadowing, like
chasing physical therapy, how they went from, like you can get a Master of Physical Therapy,
now its DPT.”

Participants felt that this shaky sense of identity by ATs led to the sense of being
undervalued and disrespected, contributing to lack of a sense of achievement, status, and comfort
(Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu,
Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ivtzan et al., 2013; Martela & Pessi, 2018; Steger et al., 2012). Other
exemplars for the theme of lack of understanding of the profession can be seen in Table 12.
Table 12
Perceived Lack of Understanding as a Detractor to Meaning in Career
Participant
I

Exemplars
“Probably the lack of education surrounding the profession. And that plays out as
parents, not understanding what I'm trying to do or parents not understanding
how I do my job. Administrators not understanding what I need to be doing my
job. And I should caveat that with I have amazing administrators currently. Um,
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coaches not understanding what I need to do to do my job and then just general
public misunderstanding of, ‘I sit at games and watch sports,’ you know, or ‘I
called the ambulance when somebody breaks their leg,’ that that type of deal,
when there's, when there's so much other care involved and in everything, and it's
not just taping ankles and it's not just calling the ambulance when somebody is
doing something, you know? So much more than that.”

II

III

IV

“I didn't like, but took it on as a challenge, the general position that athletic
training had in health care and to some extent, depending on where you are in this
country, still isn't necessarily recognized the way it should be. So, I think that's
certainly a negative.”
“What I like least I would say is still the majority of the public not truly knowing
what we do, with being introduced to someone and they ask, ‘So, what do you
do?’ I'm an athletic trainer. I work in sports medicine. Then they automatically
assume it's the personal training side of things. You can get me in shape. You can
do this? Well, no, that's not quite what I do.”
“My perception of the profession of athletic training. Guess, I kind of have two
thoughts that popped into my head. My first thought is, it's a profession of highly
skilled people who are underpaid and overworked and underappreciated for the
services that they provide and for their position as health care professionals. On
the flip side of that, and this is you know, this is kind of my experience in this
part of the country, is that we also have a segment of athletic trainers who have
not stepped up to advancing the profession and are still functioning, kind of as
like in the old internship model of, you know, ‘we're just here to tape ankles, and
we're just here to provide water. And if somebody gets hurt, you know, I can help
with that.’ I guess they just haven't they haven't progressed as the profession has
progressed and having gone to school in the southeast region of the country,
athletic trainers there, my perception was that they were a much more important
part of the team than what my perception of athletic training in this region of the
country has been. Even the physicians that we worked with when I was in grad
school, looked to us as orthopedic specialists and having an expertise in our field.
Whereas here, I feel like we have had to fight tooth and nail for everything that
we've accomplished here.”
“…Also just being able to collaborate with other health care providers, and
especially in my experiences in grad school. Like I said, in that part of the
country, I felt much more valued as an athletic trainer and like my voice carried
more weight, and I was heard and respected without having to constantly
advocate for myself and my profession.”

V

“… maybe that people don't really know what athletic trainers are. It's kind of, I
think that's changed a lot from in the last 10 years for sure, but, I guess just the
confusion about what we actually do and in that kind of thing. It's kind of
annoying…”
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“Sometimes it almost seems like we're just like shadowing, like chasing physical
therapy, how they went from, like you can get a Master of Physical Therapy, now
its DPT.”

VII

“…because also a lot of people still don't know what athletic training is. So, then
people resort to being like it’s kind of like physical therapy. It's kind of like this,
but it's, it’s not a well-known thing… The more that I kind of step away from that
very traditional athletic trainer environment where we're like, that is all that I'm
surrounded by, athletes and athletic trainers, it's almost harder to have that
identity as an athletic trainer because no one knows what you do, what your
profession is, what your major is. Because I think they're still stuck on like
trainer, a personal trainer, aha! Versus OK, what are all the steps that you have to
go through? And kind of the explanation that is often given is like an in one ear
out the other. Of like that, no, no, we're recognized by the American Medical
Association, but are people listening to that? No.”
Underappreciation and Inadequate Compensation. Participants also felt that they

were underappreciated and not adequately compensated, which further eroded their sense of
career meaning. Exemplars for this theme can be seen in Table 13. Participants talked about how
coaches, administrators, coworkers, parents, and patients sometimes did not appreciate what they
did. For example, participant I noted:
And then, of course, the negative side of things is when parents are pushing back at you
and feeling that you should be doing more, you're not doing enough for their kid or
you're making an incorrect decision for their kid.

This lack of appreciation was sometimes disrespectful. Participant III stated that:
…The small things, it's the disrespect that can come along with some of the coaches,
especially the dinosaurs, who continue to want to do ‘well, when I was playing, when I
did this, when I did it, this is how we did it.’ So that side can be a little bit trying when
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you're doing your best to protect the athletes, and they seem like they want to fight
against that tooth and nail as opposed to respecting your expertise.

This disrespect and underappreciation undermine the sense of identity, necessity,
connection, and competence for ATs (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016;
Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ivtzan et al., 2013; Martela & Pessi,
2018; Steger et al., 2012). According to participants, basic appreciative responses from coaches,
administrators, co-workers, etc. such as ‘thank you’ after treatment, being considerate of the AT
schedules, acknowledging the ATs knowledge and expertise, and inviting them to team events
could go a long way in alleviating this sense of disrespect. In this regard, participant V said:
I mean, just, you know, people telling you that you're appreciated would be, I guess we
all feel a little underappreciated sometimes, but if somebody, just little things go a long
way, a lot of times.

Additionally, participant IV sated:
Well, for me and my current role, being an athletic trainer is fun because it's not my
everyday gig. And I don't constantly feel the stresses of being an athletic trainer because
I'm working more in administration and more in education. So, I don't have coaches
randomly changing practice times on me or going late or games getting rained out or
anything.
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and
For the most part, I had coaches that I enjoyed working with. They might not have always
taken me and my schedule into consideration when things needed to change, but for the
most part, I would say I felt like a valued member of a team.

Most of the participants did not expect a big ‘shout out’ from the stand or even
recognition when the championship was won. Simple acts of gratitude and respect from coaches,
administrators, patients, parents, and even sometimes other healthcare providers would be
enough. Participant VIII noted:
For me as an athletic trainer, we're never going to get that call out on the Olympic stand.
You know, we won nine medals at the Olympics, but nobody that stood up on that podium
was like, ‘I won a medal because of [Participant VIII].’ And that's fine, right? And that's,
I think that's what we all need to realize, that we're just part of that.

Inadequate compensation was also a sign of underappreciation and therefore a source of
lack of career meaning for research participants. participant V stated: “Someone could pay me
more, I guess. There's always that. No, I mean, just, you know, people telling you that you're
appreciated.”

Participant III explained that inadequate compensation and financial hardship was a
primary reason for leaving the profession altogether. He stated:
But, I will also say in all honesty, the challenge was financial to. I was offered a variety
of clinical and other program director jobs. I just financially couldn't make it work…So
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at that point, the decision is to move farther away from athletic training, to maintain
financial stability and the lifestyle. And that was a decision I made.

Participant IV further stated:
…my first thought is, it's a profession of highly skilled people who are underpaid and
overworked and underappreciated for the services that they provide and for their position
as health care professionals.

Inadequate compensation was also a source of stress. Participant VII stated:
…because people keep posting these jobs with really meager pay and people are taking it
because you're like, oh, I want this internship because everyone says that you have to do
this to get here. And now by like, leaving the profession, I mean, not that salary should
have a huge, huge role on your personal satisfaction, but at some point, it does. Where
taking the role that I'm in now, I make a substantial amount more than some of my
friends who have stayed in collegiate athletic training. Which, makes a big difference in
your overall, like, life outcome, you know? In terms like, what you need to do, like, will
you ever be able to retire?
Table 13
Participant Expressions of Underappreciation and Inadequate Compensation as a Detractor to
Meaning in Career
Participant
I

Exemplars
“Some days being an athletic trainer is very, very hard. You have parents mad at
you. You have athletes mad at you for making decisions when all you are
wanting to do is keep them safe and for the betterment of their long-term health.
And it's difficult to make those decisions sometimes with negativity against you.”
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“And then, of course, the negative side of things is when parents are pushing back
at you and feeling that you should be doing more, you're not doing enough for
their kid or you're making an incorrect decision for their kid.”

II

“So that was the impetus of that change… And by no choice of my own, the
university was moving away from a lot of clinical programs and ended up
eliminating a bunch of programs. And at the time, athletic training was one of
them. So, I was kind of forced to start looking for another job. I found one that I
really wanted, but it would have required us to move. And while my vote is
important, my wife and kids’ vote seemed to be far more important or it turned
out to be far more important…But, I will also say in all honesty, the challenge
was financial to. I was offered a variety of clinical and other program director
jobs. I just financially couldn't make it work…So at that point, the decision is to
move farther away from athletic training, to maintain financial stability and the
lifestyle. And that was a decision I made. So, I definitely view athletic training as,
you know, a challenging profession to stay in through phases of your life, and I
have a lot of respect for those colleagues of mine that have managed to raise
families and stayed as athletic trainers their whole career because it can be really
challenging.”
“And the small things it's the disrespect that can come along with some of the
coaches, especially the dinosaurs, who continue to want to do "well, when I was
playing, when I did this, when I did it, this is how we did it." So that side can be a
little bit trying when you're doing your best to protect the athletes, and they seem
like they want to fight against that tooth and nail as opposed to respecting your
expertise.”

III

“That's where the burnout and leaving the profession comes in is because you feel
unappreciated and you feel, and I know pay is an issue also, but there are some
that you overlook the less pay because it's something that you feel called to do,
something that you're passionate about. So, it's not all about the money. I'm not in
the profession to get rich but support me and make sure that I'm able to stay
around or continue losing athletic trainers.”
“…my first thought is, it's a profession of highly skilled people who are
underpaid and overworked and underappreciated for the services that they
provide and for their position as health care professionals.”

IV

“If we're only talking about the profession itself, I'd probably say no. Being on
this side of things, right? Because I'm not a clinical athletic trainer anymore, and
the profession was limiting in my situation. So eventually I left clinical practice
regularly, still certified, I still do it, but it just wasn't conducive to an alternative
schedule. So, looking back, would I have pursued something different, I probably
would have. Just simply for the hours and the pay. Athletic trainers are making
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the same decisions that other people are, and oftentimes more, I guess more
pressing decisions, and not being paid and respected as such.”
“The long hours and no control over your own schedule, the low pay. That is a
big part of it.”

V

VI

“Someone could pay me more, I guess. There's always that. No, I mean, just, you
know, people telling you that you're appreciated would be, I guess we all feel a
little underappreciated sometimes, but if somebody, just little things go a long
way, a lot of times. I try to do that for others as much as I can, so that would be
nice.”
“The fact that I work in a collegiate setting, so, they might be 18 to 22, but
sometimes they act like they're not, and they act like they're still little kids in
everything that they need has to happen now. And I think that especially this
year, it's been a big challenge of, OK, like you still have to be respectful, and you
still have to get things done, and I'm not here at your every beck and call that you
need something, especially when it's like something small. So, I think that's, you
know, my least favorite, just dealing with those different personalities and having
to learn this new generation, especially of the Gen Z. That and below is really
difficult to work with on any level just because they were raised differently than
we were. And sometimes that respect level isn't there. And so, I think that right
now, that's probably the most difficult part.”
“I think it comes back to an individual athlete basis when they are in, and I don't
need a thank you. I'm not someone that needs that thank you every single time.
But there are just certain athletes that, you know, that they could care less if you
were Tom, Billy, Sally, Susie, like, it doesn't matter who you are, and they don't
want to build a relationship with you…so I think that is probably the least
fulfilling, and it kind of hurts my heart that they are here to run through the
motions and they don't enjoy it. And so that that doesn't fill my cup when they
don't seem fulfilled by it.”

VII

“I think the move to the master's degree is great in terms of elevating the
profession, but the barriers to entry seem a little bit, kind of exclusive where how
much debt are people getting into without the changes in pay? Where yes, a lot of
programs are stepping away from graduate assistants, just now they're doing
residencies and fellowships and things like that where you're like, I don't like
going back to that comment of like street cred, quote unquote. Like you're going
to get, you know, half your salary in school sponsors like Adidas or Nike gear or
like Under Armor, but we're not going to pay you enough to be able to pay your
rent.”
“And it feels like we're kind of chasing that, but not in a way that feels attainable
because people keep posting these jobs with really meager pay and people are
taking it because you're like, oh, I want this internship because everyone says that
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you have to do this to get here. And now by like, leaving the profession, I mean,
not that salary should have a huge, huge role on your personal satisfaction, but at
some point, it does. Where taking the role that I'm in now, I make a substantial
amount more than some of my friends who have stayed in collegiate athletic
training. Which, makes a big difference in your overall, like, life outcome, you
know?
In terms like what you need to do, like will you ever be able to retire?”

VIII

“I think doing busy work and being micromanaged really makes me feel less
fulfilled. I hate being micromanaged. That's just one of my pet peeves. If you're
going to give me a task, let me do that task. Now, if I submit the task and it's
wrong or not up to your liking, please let me know. But checking in on me every
five minutes to make sure it's done, how you want to do it, well, just do it
yourself. I'm not here to do the work and then you tell me how to do it. It's just
not how I operate.”
High Stress Levels. Study participants associated stress with decreased career meaning.

Exemplars of how stress decreases meaning can be seen in Table 14. Participants explained that
they had little time for relaxation and had difficulty separating work from the rest of their lives.
In this regard, participant V stated: “Well, I don’t have a lot of time to relax.”

Participant I reiterated:
I would say each day of work definitely affects how I feel at the end of the day. You know,
if I've had a difficult day or if I've had a really good day, then that will definitely affect
my mood coming home or my mood interacting with those around me, family and friends.
So, it's, it's very closely related as far as, they do bleed into each other as much as you try
to make them not to, and you try to set those boundaries and you will kind of have that
overlapping. Yeah, they relate very closely, and that kind of goes back to my if you're not
happy at your job, the rest of your life will also kind of suffer from it.

93

Participant VI further stated:
Definitely if I have a bad day at work, or I screw up something or the ice bath wasn't cold
enough or whatever, like those are just little things, or the big things that I take home
with me and I try to let it go once I go to bed, but it definitely carries over into eating
dinner at home and relaxing. Those are things that either I'm still dealing with via email
or text message with the athlete or the coach until I go to bed or I'm just thinking about it
consistently.

Participants also experienced stress when they felt that their job responsibilities exceeded
their capabilities. For example, participant IV stated:
I was working, in a split position where I was covering sports for what was supposed to
be about 50 percent of my time and then teaching classes 50 percent of the time, which
really was more like seventy-five, seventy-five when you look at it in terms of load... I
would say I was not as fulfilled by my job because it felt like you were always going, and
you were always at work, and that environment did not allow for work life balance the
way that my life now allows for work life balance. So as a clinical athletic trainer at the
collegiate setting, like I said before, my schedule was dictated by other people. It was full
of late nights. Because I was also teaching classes, it was full of early mornings.

Supporting this sentiment, participant V stated:
I guess a lot of it is just when you have so much to do that you feel like you can't get any
of it done. Just when you're overloaded, and you feel like you can't help people because
there's not enough of you to go around. That's the frustrating thing.
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Work-place conflict, negative attitudes, and the inability to problem-solve added to this
stress. In this regard, participant IV shared:
I would say just dealing with people who are problem pointers instead of problem
solvers. The individuals who come in just to complain about things and won't either
evaluate the situation themselves for solutions or refuse to take solutions that you
provide.

Participant VIII stated:
That's why I don't really like working in a clinic type setting. I like to be involved in acute
care management, practice coverage. I don't do well in the clinical setting because
there's a lot of voices going around. It may or may not be positive, right? And that's,
that's stressful.
Other causes of stress included activities required for maintenance of accreditation.
Participant II stated: “I didn't like accreditation problems, dealing with faculty, dealing with
colleagues, dealing with parents, you know, those kinds of things.”

Participant II later went on to say:
As I've moved up the administrative change, chain. And the more people I talked to, the
more people this is just true to the while, your job may be higher stature. The work isn't
necessarily. You know, I think back to being a program director and, you know, you get a
call from a part time faculty that they forgot their password. OK, well, you're an adult.
You should be able to manage this. And why are you wasting my time with that? So much
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of that being a leader is not very cognitively rewarding, but it's what the buck stops with
you.

Table 14
Perceived High Stress Levels as a Detractor to Meaning in Career
Participant

I

Exemplars
“I would say each day of work definitely affects how I feel at the end of the day.
You know, if I've had a difficult day or if I've had a really good day, then that
will definitely affect my mood coming home or my mood interacting with those
around me, family and friends. So, it's, it's very closely related as far as, they do
bleed into each other as much as you try to make them not to, and you try to set
those boundaries and you will kind of have that overlapping. Yeah, they relate
very closely, and that kind of goes back to my if you're not happy at your job, the
rest of your life will also kind of suffer from it.”
“I didn't like accreditation problems, dealing with faculty, dealing with
colleagues, dealing with parents, you know, those kinds of things.”

II

“As I've moved up the administrative change, chain. And the more people I
talked to, the more people this is just true to the while, your job may be higher
stature. The work isn't necessarily. You know, I think back to being a program
director and, you know, you get a call from a part time faculty that they forgot
their password. OK, well, you're an adult. You should be able to manage this.
And why are you wasting my time with that? So much of that being a leader is
not very cognitively rewarding, but it's what the buck stops with you.”
“Coming right out of grad school. I was working, in a split position where I was
covering sports for what was supposed to be about 50 percent of my time and
then teaching classes 50 percent of the time, which really was more like seventyfive, seventy-five when you look at it in terms of load.”

IV

“I would say I was not as fulfilled by my job because it felt like you were always
going, and you were always at work, and that environment did not allow for work
life balance the way that my life now allows for work life balance. So as a clinical
athletic trainer at the collegiate setting, like I said before, my schedule was
dictated by other people. It was full of late nights. Because I was also teaching
classes, it was full of early mornings. There were many days where I would have
a 7:50 class, then be on the road with volleyball or softball and go home at
midnight or later, and then be back up and at ‘em the next day for an eight or nine
o'clock class. So, it was a series of many years of 12-hour days, if not longer,
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rarely shorter, and no work life balance because most Saturdays were full of
work, too.”
“I would say just dealing with people who are problem pointers instead of
problem solvers. The individuals who come in just to complain about things and
won't either evaluate the situation themselves for solutions or refuse to take
solutions that you provide.”
“I would have to say, I don't know if it's fortunately or unfortunately, the things
that have caused me the greatest dissatisfaction with my job are personnel
barriers or personnel issues and not actually job duties or job tasks or even
anything else in the environment, that's a burden to me trying to fulfill, you know,
my job duties. It's usually people who are the hurdles or the problem causers.”
“I guess a lot of it is just when you have so much to do that you feel like you can't
get any of it done. Just when you're overloaded, and you feel like you can't help
people because there's not enough of you to go around. That's the frustrating
thing.”
V

“Well, I don’t have a lot of time to relax.”
“I would say right now it's pretty busy work wise, it's pretty busy life wise too.
I've got three kids and having another one in this fall. So, things have been busy
with that, getting that stuff, trying to keep up with work and still do family stuff.
And all that stuff has been a little bit hectic at the moment.”
“Truthfully, my life revolves around my job.”

VI

“I think it's the greatest job in the world. It's also the most stressful job in the
world, in my opinion. It is not a nine to five at all. It is a lot of times, a lot of
weeks, it feels. Twenty-four-seven. Like, even if I'm not here for 12 hours a day,
I'm answering texts, answering phone calls from my athletes or my coaches, but it
is a lot of fun.”
“Definitely if I have a bad day at work, or I screw up something or the ice bath
wasn't cold enough or whatever, like those are just little things, or the big things
that I take home with me and I try to let it go once I go to bed, but it definitely
carries over into eating dinner at home and relaxing. Those are things that either
I'm still dealing with via email or text message with the athlete or the coach until
I go to bed or I'm just thinking about it consistently.”
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VII

“It's like, OK, how do we bring that around with like how do you expect athletic
trainers? Where often times is a very physical job? Like you're lifting coolers, the
kit, limbs, body parts. And like I remember, like I would always be even with,
like, Graston tools, like my hands would always be sore from like manual
therapy, it's a physical drop and you can't, do it forever. I mean, some of us would
love to, but think about the sustainability of it both physically, mentally, socially.
And all of those things like it makes it not feasible for people to get into the
profession as well, it doesn't make it something where people want to stay.”
“I mean, if we're not at practice. Somebody gets hurt, that's on us, right?”

VIII

“Then I went up to [University] as a graduate assistant where expectations were
high in undergrad. I communicated with the physician maybe once a week,
maybe, or once a month. Whereas when I got to [University], it was you need to
do daily communication daily, daily injury reports and it's on you. So, there was a
lot of failures my first year and I honestly tried to quit.”
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Chapter 5: Implications, Recommendations, and Discussions
Burnout is a persisting problem experienced by many healthcare professionals, including
athletic trainers (Eason et al., 2018; Giacobbi, 2009; Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al.,
2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020; Pinto, 2011). Burnout has been found to
be associated with decreased productivity and job satisfaction, high turnover, and decreased
quality of patient care among many other problems (Cayton & Valovich McLeod, 2020; Eason et
al., 2018; Kania et al., 2009; Lindley, 2019b; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby &
Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020). Much of the research on burnout in athletic training has
focused on the environmental and situational factors that may contribute to the problem. Little
research has been conducted to investigate how lack of job satisfaction contributes to turnover
(attrition) and burnout, and how career as a source of meaning fits into these dynamics (ArnouxNicolas et al., 2016; Eason et al., 2018; Martela & Pessi et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020).
This study aimed to investigate the relationships among perceived career meaningfulness,
burnout, and well-being among certified athletic trainers (ATs) in the United States of America.
To explore the extent to which meaningfulness explained burnout, I conducted a mixed-methods
study with an explanatory sequential design. Quantitative data were gathered through a crosssection survey in phase one, followed by qualitative phenomenological data in phase two. Survey
data were gathered through the Qualtrics platform using a survey questionnaire consisting of
three well-established instruments with good psychometric properties. The instruments
constituting the questionnaire were the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale
(WEMWBS), the Work and Meaning Inventory (WAMI), and the Maslach-Burnout Inventory
(MBI) (Maslach, 2019; NHS Scotland, 2006; Steger et al., 2012; Tennent et al., 2007).
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Qualitative data were gathered through interviews facilitated using an interview guide over
Zoom.
Implications
The findings of this study have implications for further research and programming to
address the issue of burnout in the athletic training profession. The data gathered provided
insight into the relationships among career meaning, burnout, and well-being of athletic trainers.
Within the transformative framework philosophy used to guide this study, the goal is to promote
change in current structures, politics, and practices preventing growth, particularly in groups of
individuals who struggle to overcome challenges within the present constructs (Creswell & Poth,
2018).
Differences in Perceived Career Meaning According to Professional Settings
The first research question in this study guided investigation of the relationship between
career meaningfulness and professional setting among certified athletic trainers. Study
participants working in single settings experienced higher career meaning, significance, and
purpose in their work consistent with what has been found in previous research (Steger et al.,
2012). Those working in single settings were more likely to find positive meaning in their work.
Furthermore, qualitative findings indicated that high stress levels led to decreased sense of
meaning in the participants’ careers. Working in multiple settings was likely to increase stress
levels, negatively impacting career meaningfulness. Furthermore, the assumption of multiple
roles threatened role clarity, led to professionals feeling overloaded and overworked. These
findings support the need for clarification and simplification of roles for athletic trainers. This is
consistent with the current literature which emphasizes the importance of achievement and
comfort, expressed as competence in meaningful occupation in enhancing career meaningfulness
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(Argentzell et al., 2012; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ivtzan et al.,
2013; Steger et al., 2012).
Athletic trainers who are stressed and frustrated also find their careers to be less
meaningful. This finding was consistent with previous research findings indicating that the rate
of burnout in athletic training is high, and role clarification is required to address this burnout
(Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; Eason et al., 2018; Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle et al., 2008;
Mazerolle, 2011; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Pinto, 2011; Walker
et al., 2019). Role ambiguity, role overload, role incongruity, role incompetence, and role
conflict are frequently cited as contributors to burnout (Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; Eason
et al., 2018; Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle et al., 2008; Mazerolle, 2011; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al.,
2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Pinto, 2011; Walker et al., 2019).
Effect of Work on Certified Athletic Trainers’ Burnout
The second research question in this study guided investigation of the severity of burnout
among certified athletic trainers when compared to other healthcare workers. Athletic Trainers in
this study experienced higher levels of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization when
compared to other health care professionals. Emotional exhaustion and depersonalization are key
indicators of burnout. This finding suggested that there could be inherent professional factors in
athletic training that could be contributing to burnout. Examination of findings from the
qualitative data suggests that such factors are likely a sense of under-appreciation, disrespect,
and low compensation for services
Emotional exhaustion indicators on the MBI include participant rating of frequency on
items such as, I feel emotionally drained from my work or fatigued when I get up in the morning
and must face another day on the job (Maslach et al., 2018). Emotional exhaustion captures the
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feelings of fatigue, defeat, and hopelessness (Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Maslach et al., 2018;
Oglesby et al., 2020). Depersonalization captures the feelings of cynicism with indicators
expressed in statements such as, I’ve become more callous toward people since I took this job or
I don’t really care what happens to some patients (Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Maslach et al., 2018;
Oglesby et al., 2020). According to the occupational meaning literature a sense of service and
safety are both vital to occupational meaningfulness (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et
al., 2016; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ivtzan et al., 2013; Martela
& Pessi, 2018; Steger et al., 2012).
Athletic trainers facing burnout including emotional exhaustion and depersonalization
should focus on finding or rediscovering the sense of purpose and service, while maintaining
personal safety through healthy boundaries and self-care rituals to improve career
meaningfulness and reduce burnout symptoms. This conclusion from study findings is consistent
with burnout and occupational meaning literature alike (Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas
et al., 2016; Chang et al., 2017; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Eason et al., 2018; Giacobbi,
2009; Kania et al., 2009; Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al.,
2020; Pinto, 2011; Pisarik, 2009; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Steger et al., 2012).
Meaningfulness as a Predictor of Burnout Among Athletic Trainers in the USA
This study found that meaningful work was a predictor of burnout for athletic trainers.
This finding confirms the overall hypothesis that meaningful work may serve as a protective
factor against burnout in the athletic training profession. This finding suggests that factors that
enhance the perception of career as a source of meaning in athletic training need to be clarified
and ways of putting them in place in the work settings explored.
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Qualitative findings indicated that such factors included the sense of service, where
participants felt that they were contributing to a purpose higher than their self-interest and were
making a difference in their patients’ lives. This finding is consistent with what has been
discussed in the literature, which meaning is fostered by the sense that one is contributing to a
cause that is greater than self (Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu,
Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ivtzan et al., 2013; Martela & Pessi, 2018; Steger et al., 2012). One of the
ways to reduce burnout in athletic training would be by putting programs in place to recognize
the difference that athletic trainers are making in their patients’ lives. One such program may
include advocacy for better remuneration for services since poor remuneration was found in
qualitative findings to be one of the factors that limit the sense of career as a source of meaning.
Another factor identified as an important contributor to meaning was the sense of
support. This finding is consistent with meaning literature, which shows that comfort
(connection, social engagement, a strong sense of identity, ability for self-expression, an overall
sense of self-acceptance and acceptance by others) and safety (stability, trust, and the ability to
care for one’s body and mind) contribute towards meaning in occupation (Argentzell et al., 2012;
Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ivtzan et al., 2013; Steger et al.,
2012). Therefore, efforts should be made to enhance athletic trainers' support systems, for
example, by creating mentorship programs.
Burnout as a Predictor of Mental Well-Being among Athletic Trainers in the USA
As hypothesized, burnout was a significant predictor of mental well-being in certified
athletic trainers. This finding is consistent with evidence from previous research showing that
burnout has psychological and physical health consequences (Chang et al., 2017; Maslach &
Leiter, 2016; Mazerolle, Eason et al., 2018). Therefore, there is a need for interventions to
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address the problem of burnout among athletic trainers. The findings in this study suggest that
when ATs experience feelings of despair, fatigue, frequent drain at the end of the workday, and
dread in going to work in the morning, it would be beneficial for them to recognize these feelings
as expressions of emotional exhaustion and take steps to address the problem. Qualitative
findings provided examples of how participants may care for themselves in the face of burnout.
Strategies may include taking personal time, unplugging from work demands, and leaning on the
support systems. Previous research has revealed similar strategies including taking a personal
day off, relying on a support system, setting boundaries, and prioritizing work tasks to name a
few (Awa et al., 2009; Borza et al., 2012; Mazzerolle et al., 2011; Mazerolle et al., 2018; van
Dierendonk et al., 1998).
Another way of reducing burnout among athletic trainers according to the findings in this
study, which is also supported by evidence from previous research, is by improving mentorship
(Argentzell et al., 2012; Arnoux-Nicolas et al., 2016; Awa et al., 2009; Borza et al., 2012;
Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2013; Eberman & Kahanov, 2013;
Gomez-Gascon et al., 2013; Ikiugu, Hoyme, et al., 2015; Ivtzan et al., 2013; Kania et al., 2009;
Mazerolle et al., 2008; Mazerolle & Barrett, 2018; Mazzerolle et al., 2011; Mazerolle et al.,
2018; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020; Steger et al., 2012; van Dierendonk et
al., 1998; Walker et al., 2019).
Of particular interest and surprise was the finding that depersonalization was a predictor
of well-being. This finding suggested that depersonalization could have a role as a protective
factor for an individual experiencing burnout. In other words, depersonalization may be
protective to the practitioner’s well-being by facilitating disconnection from work so that
individuals could focus on their own needs.
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It is also instructive that participants who described regular self-care routines, boundaries,
and other personal prioritizing methods during phase two of the research perceived their overall
life fulfillment as not dependent on their jobs. In contrast, those who did not have those routines
thought that they needed to change their jobs in order to improve their life meaning. These
dynamics should be investigated further in future research. In a profession where practitioners
emphasize patient-centered care with the needs of patients taking precedence over personal needs
(Gomez-Gascon et al., 2013; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018), finding ways of helping
professionals establish activities and routines to keep them healthy and to ward off burnout is
critical. Perhaps depersonalization is an unhealthy adaptation when one is able to detach
effectively from prioritization of the needs of others so as to take care of oneself. These findings
suggest that a professional who is unable to access healthy adaptation in order to prevent burnout
may end up decompensating through depersonalization. That is why professionals should be
encouraged to find ways of meeting their own needs in healthy ways (DeFreese & Mihalik,
2016; Eason et al., 2018; Gomez-Gascon et al., 2013; Kania et al., 2009; Mazerolle et al., 2011;
Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018). This finding further begs the question, does meaningfulness
positively or negatively affect well-being of the individual?
Next, as predicted, perceived personal accomplishment predicted well-being. But
personal accomplishment is dependent on the appropriate amount of work so that the individual
feels capable, valued, and effective (Maslach et al., 2018). This finding explains why the wellbeing of athletic trainers seemed to be compromised, as was found in this research. As the results
from phase two of the study indicated, study participants did not feel supported, their workloads
were not manageable, and they felt unappreciated. With workloads perceived as unmanageable,
it is not surprising that athletic trainers would not feel as if they had personal accomplishments.
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For these reasons, individuals in leadership roles, working with ATs, should emphasize the value
of the ATs contributions and work to provide reasonable workloads to promote a sense of
accomplishment.
The personal experience of career as a source of meaning for certified athletic trainers
The personal experience of career as a source of meaning for certified athletic trainers is
a dynamic phenomenon. Overall, participants had a positive outlook on their role in the
profession of athletic training. Even those who felt overwhelmed, stressed, or those who had left
the traditional professional practice had a positive view of the profession. Study participants
were passionate about the profession, their patients, coworkers, and fellow ATs. They were
stressed and desired change, but nevertheless, they desired to serve others, which provided them
with a sense of importance, connection, and purpose. The identity as an athletic trainer was a
source of pride for most of the study participants. Many of them expressed a desire to improve
the profession for the next generation.
Limitations
One limitation was that one question in the Work and Meaning Inventory (WAMI) was
omitted from the survey questionnaire on Qualtrics. This omission brought into question the
validity of the data gathered on this instrument. However, while acknowledging this limitation,
the data gathered still provided insights on the variables of interest in this research. Another
limitation was that a certified athletic trainer collected and analyzed qualitative data, bringing
into question the trustworthiness of the study findings. Cognizant with this threat, I used
trustworthiness enhancing strategies including bracketing, triangulation, multiple data
examinations, and audit trails. From the spring of 2020 through the completion of this study, the
world was navigating the challenges of the COVID-19 Pandemic. The implications of the timing
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of this study are unknown, but it is believed that it likely influenced participant recruitment and
responses in both phases of the study.
Recommendations
Based on the findings in this research, I propose the following recommendations. With a
transformative framework philosophy at the core of this research, the application of the findings
is of the utmost importance. The first recommendation is to develop opportunities such as
workshops where ATs can earn continuing education credits while attending to their well-being.
In these workshops, they can learn soft skills, which are fundamental to burnout prevention
interventions that are suggested (Bray et al., 2014; Davlin-Pater & Rosencrum, 2019).
These skills are often learned by students and newly certified professionals from mentors
or preceptors. They include strategies for self-care, conflict management, negotiation, and
adaptability (Bray et al., 2014; Rager et al., 2019). Systematizing programming to facilitate
learning of these skills could be a significant way of preventing or mediating burnout. While
providing strategies is a starting point, without the practical education and training to apply the
strategies, the burned-out ATs may struggle to make adjustments. They could lack hope or
simply the energy to promote impactful change. Without effective interventions, it is likely there
could be an increase in callous behaviors among ATs and a decrease in the sense of personal
accomplishment.
There should also be programing to help ATs learn self-advocacy and effective
professional promotion. Specifically, ATs may need practical education regarding how to
negotiate salaries and contracts. This could be a way of increasing compensation for their
services and improving their overall working conditions including having manageable workloads
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(Cayton & Valovich Mcleod, 2020; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eason et al., 2018; Kania et
al., 2009; Mazzerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby et al., 2020).
Unfortunately, the prevalence of burnout in the AT profession is well established (Cayton
& Valovich McLeod, 2020; DeFreese & Mihalik, 2016; Eason et al., 2018; Kania et al., 2009;
Lindley, 2019b; Mazerolle, Pitney, et al., 2018; Oglesby & Gallucci, 2017; Oglesby et al., 2020;
Pinto, 2011). The current burnout literature provides strategies to combat burnout but does little
to address issues that make the AT profession different from the rest of healthcare. One
recommendation may be to reconsider the structure for the delivery of services within the
profession for the benefit of both AT professionals and their patients. Job redesign and
professional development could be necessary to reduce burnout. Some may argue that the
current, traditional structures provide continuity of care or meaning through relationship building
(Courson et al., 2014). However, since burnout decreases job satisfaction and productivity and
thus compromises patient outcomes, adapting becomes necessary. Alternative methods of
delivering AT services such as the Medical Delivery Model have been successful (Courson et al.,
2014). While the medical model is not without its challenges, it is recommended that more
institutions entertain the idea of moving toward it to encourage the well-being of AT
professionals serving those institutions.
Future Research
This project was designed to contribute towards the current knowledge base on burnout
in the athletic training profession by finding out whether career meaning could serve as a
protective factor. Further research is needed to increase understanding of this complex
phenomenon. Future research should be conducted in two key areas. First, career meaningfulness
in ATs should be compared to other healthcare professions to examine if the current, traditional
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structures and practices used by ATs play a role in increasing career meaning. This has the
potential to offer great insights on the role of career meaning in the athletic training profession,
which could lead to further research. Another suggestion for future research includes having a
non-AT to conduct interviews and assist with data analysis, to provide an outsider perspective in
data interpretation.
Second, future research should be conducted to explore practical interventions to promote
meaning, combat burnout, and promote the well-being of ATs. Little research has been done in
this area, especially as it relates to ATs. Future research should be conducted using randomized
controlled trials (RCTs) to increase internal validity of the findings. Participants in future
research should include athletic training students to provide external validity of the findings.
Given the theme of importance of mentorship that emerged in this research, a logical next step
would also include examining how mentorship can be used as an intervention to prevent or
remediate burnout.
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Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships among perceived career
meaningfulness, burnout, and well-being for certified athletic trainers in the United States of
America. The extent to which meaningfulness explains burnout in certified athletic trainers was
investigated. I used a mixed methods explanatory sequential design, in which I collected survey
data in the initial quantitative phase followed by qualitative data in the phenomenological phase.
This approach triangulation of methods so that I could have a more holistic view of the
phenomena of career meaningfulness as it affects burnout and well-being of certified athletic
trainers.
This study was significant because burnout continues to be a widespread issue in the
athletic training profession, and the levels of burnout are higher in certified athletic trainers
compared to other healthcare professionals. Furthermore, burnout directly impacts the mental
well-being of certified athletic trainers. Themes that emerged from the data included the feeling
by study participants that their profession was not well understood, they were sometimes
disrespected, did not feel supported, and they were not well remunerated. Participants also felt
that having a reliable support system, being given autonomy in practice, and being supported by
their supervisors could enhance their sense of meaning in their careers, mitigating their feelings
of stress and eventual burnout. These themes were corroborated by quantitative findings that
indicated that meaningful work was a predictor of burnout indicators, and that finding meaning
in one’s work could be a protective factor against burnout. These findings can inform
programming to support athletic trainers, such as mentorship, better remuneration, and advocacy
so as to prevent and mediate burnout. Decreased burnout could in turn lead to decreased turnout
among athletic trainers and improved patient care.
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Appendix A: The Work and Meaning Inventory
The Work and Meaning Inventory (Steger et al., 2012)
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Appendix B: The Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale
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Appendix C: Maslach Burnout Inventory Sample 1
Sample Questions
•

Sample Questions available at: https://www.mindgarden.com/315-mbi-human-servicessurvey-medical-personnel#horizontalTab2 (MBI, 2019)

•

Full access requires a license purchase available at mindgarden.com (MBI, 2019).
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Appendix D: Maslach Burnout Inventory Sample 2
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Appendix E: Survey Structure
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Study Explanation
Participant Consent
Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale
The Work and Meaning Inventory
Maslach-Burnout Inventory
Demographic Information
Volunteer for Follow-up
Gift-card Drawing Participation
Contact Information
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Appendix F: Interview Guide
Semi-Scripted Interview Questions
The lived experience of career as a source of meaning for certified athletic trainers in the
United States of America
Research Study Interview Guide – focus in more on career
Date

_

Participant Pseudonym/Numerical ID

Age

Phenomenon of Interest
The phenomenon of interest in this study is the participants’ perception of career in athletic
training as a source of meaning in their lives and the connection of that meaning to the presence
of perceived burnout. Indicators of the phenomenon will include participants’ statements
referring to the following six key constructs:
• Achievement – productivity & competence
• Independence – internal locus of control, freedom in creativity, & autonomy
• Service – purpose beyond self-interests
• Comfort – connection, social engagement, & self-identity
• Safety – stability, trust, & self-care
• Status – importance or feeling needed by others.
Guiding Questions and Probes
1. Please, tell me a little about yourself
Probes:

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

What is your life like?
What is important to you?
Tell me about your family.
Do you have any children? Could you tell me about them?
What kind of things do you do when you want to relax?

2. Tell me about what it is like to be an athletic trainer.
Probes:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

What setting do you work in?
Tell me about your various experiences in the profession
Tell me about your perception of the profession
Would you choose this profession again? Why or why not?
What do you enjoy most/least about this profession?
Do you plan to continue your career as an athletic trainer? How long? Why or
why not?
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3. In general, how meaningful do you feel your life is right now?
Probes:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

How positive do you feel about your life?
How purposeful do you perceive your life to be?
What philosophy do you use to guide how you live your life? Explain
What goals do you aspire to achieve?
How do you feel about the extent to which your life makes sense?

4. Tell me, how is your career as an athletic trainer related to how you feel about your life in
general?
Probes:

a. How does your career as an athletic trainer affect meaning in your life?

5. Tell me about some of the work tasks that make you feel most fulfilled.
6. Tell me about some of the work tasks that make you feel less fulfilled.
7. How are those things that you are usually doing when you feel that your life is most
meaningful connected to how meaningful you feel your life to be?
8. If you could, how would you change what you do as an athletic trainer to make your life
more meaningful?
9. Is there anything anyone else could do to improve your fulfillment as an AT?
Probes:

a. How does your fulfillment as an AT affect your ability to fulfill your duties as an
AT?

10. Circle back to any unclear or incomplete responses.
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Appendix G: Recruitment Materials
Recruitment Email: The following will be used in the body of the email to recruit participants. It
will be sent via the NATA.
Dear AT,
We are contacting you to ask for your participation in our study titled, “Challenges to Career as
a Source of Meaning and Satisfaction Among Certified Athletic Trainers in the United
States of America.” The purpose of the study is to investigate the relationships among perceived
career meaningfulness, burnout, and well-being among certified athletic trainers in the United
States. Also, of interest is the extent to which meaningfulness explains burnout in certified
athletic trainers in the United States of America. Approximately 500 people will take part in this
research. It will only take approximately 15 minutes to complete the online survey. If you choose
to, you may volunteer for the second phase of this project consisting of one-hour, individual,
semi-structured interviews at the end of the survey. Thank you in advance for your valuable
insights. Your input will be used to examine the relationships among career meaningfulness,
burnout and well-being for certified athletic trainers. All responses will remain confidential and
secure, and the research has been approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University
of South Dakota.
*NOTE* Completion of the survey qualifies you to enter a drawing for one of five $10 Amazon
gift cards!
We have partnered with the National Athletic Trainers’ Association for data collection. Below is
the survey link:
Follow this link to the Survey: *survey link here*
Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser:*URL here*
Please contact either Nicole Glasgow at nicole.glasgow@coyotes.usd.edu or Dr. Moses Ikiugu at
moses.ikiugu@usd.edu with any questions. We appreciate your time.
Thank You,
Nicole M. Glasgow, ABD, LAT, ATC
PhD Candidate – PhD in Health Sciences
University of South Dakota
Moses N. Ikiugu, PhD, OTR/L, FAOTA
Professor and Director of Research
Occupational Therapy Department
University of South Dakota
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In order to participate, you must be a Board of Certification (BOC) certified athletic
trainer (ATC), practicing or having practiced in the United States of America, with a
minimum of three (3) years of clinical practice as a certified athletic trainer, and a current
or past member of the National Athletic Trainers’ Association (NATA). Taking part in this
research project is voluntary. Please take time to read the entire consent form and ask
questions before deciding whether to take part in this research project.
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Appendix H: Informed Consent Document
UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH DAKOTA
Institutional Review Board
Informed Consent Statement

Title of Project:
Among Certified
America

Challenges to Career as a Source of Meaning and Satisfaction
Athletic Trainers in the United States of

Principal Investigator:

Moses Ikiugu, PhD, OTR/L, FAOTA
A 364 Sanford Coyote Sports Center
University of South Dakota
Vermillion, SD 57069
(605) 658-5637 moses.ikiugu@usd.edu

Other Investigators:

Nicole Glasgow, MS, LAT, ATC
PhD Candidate - PhD in Health Sciences
University of South Dakota
nicole.glasgow@coyotes.usd.edu
Adam Thompson, PhD, LAT, ATC
Indiana Wesleyan University
Marion, IN 46953
adam.thompson@indwes.edu
Drew Picket, PhD
University of South Dakota
Vermillion, SD 57069
drew.picket@usd.edu
Beth Boyd, PhD
University of South Dakota
Vermillion, SD 57069
beth.boyd@usd.edu
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study

You are invited to participate in a research study. In order to participate, you must be a Board of
Certification (BOC) certified athletic trainer (ATC), practicing or having practiced in the United
States of America, with a minimum of three (3) years of clinical practice as a certified athletic
trainer, and a current or past member of the National Athletic Trainers’ Association (NATA).
Taking part in this research project is voluntary. Please take time to read this entire form and ask
questions before deciding whether to take part in this research project.
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What is the study about and why are we doing it?
The purpose of the study is to investigate the relationships among perceived career
meaningfulness, burnout, and well-being among certified athletic trainers in the United States.
Also, of interest is the extent to which meaningfulness explains burnout in certified athletic
trainers in the United States of America. About 500 people will take part in this research.
What will happen if you take part in this study?
If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to complete a short electronic survey.
This survey is comprised of three short questionnaires related to well-being, career
meaningfulness, and burnout, followed by demographic questions. Demographic information
does not include your name in order to maintain confidentiality of responses, but does include
variables which may explain trends in responses such as gender, years of practice, age, ethnicity,
etc. You will have the option to enter the drawing for one of five $10 Amazon gift cards. The
Amazon gift card drawing is optional and will be separated from responses for data storage and
analysis. The entire questionnaire is expected to take 15 minutes or less from start to finish.
Phase one responses are the foundation to this research study. They will be statistically analyzed
to investigate the relationship between career meaningfulness, burnout, and well-being in
certified athletic trainers.
Volunteering for phase-two interviews is completely optional and does not affect potential for
winning the drawing from phase one for the Amazon gift cards. Phase two interviews are
expected to take approximately one-hour. Ten to fifteen volunteers will be selected using
purposive sampling to create a diverse sample for interviews and interviewed via Zoom,
FaceTime, telephone, or potentially face-to-face depending on location and participant
preference. These interviews will be recorded and transcribed. Participants may decline or
discontinue participation in phase two interviews at any point in time before or during the
interview process. Follow-up questions may be needed for clarification and to ensure proper
understanding. The follow up question interview will last no more than one hour.
What risks might result from being in this study?
The risks in participating in this research are not greater than those experienced in everyday life.
It is possible that the nature of the study to examine well-being, meaning, and burnout in one’s
career may inflame previous psychological detriments or increase participant awareness of such
psychological detriments through the reflective nature of the questions. However, this risk is not
greater than would occur in daily life.
There may be some psychological discomfort due to the reflective nature of the questions to be
asked in the interviews. There is a possibility that these questions may inflame past
psychological detriments associated with burnout or unpleasant work environments. If a
participant feels uncomfortable with any question, he/she can choose to discontinue the survey or
interview or skip the question. There is also the risk of breach of confidentiality. While this is
risk is possible, it is unlikely as the investigators are taking every precaution they can, to protect
129

participant privacy. If the participant chooses to discontinue, their responses will not be included
in the data analysis.
How could you benefit from this study?
Although you will not directly benefit from being in this study, others might benefit because this
study may improve understanding of the relationship between career meaningfulness, burnout
rates, and well-being in athletic trainers. This research may serve to improve the athletic training
profession by examining a well-known issue from a new angle within the profession.
How will we protect your information?
The records of this study will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by law. Any report
published with the results of this study will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with
your permission or as required by law. To protect your privacy, we will not include any
information that could identify you. We will protect the confidentiality of the research data
through limited access to identifying information, with only the lead investigators granted such
access. Moreover, the procedures using designated computers with multiple levels of password
protection will provide another level of participant protection. Identifiers will be stored
separately. Data will be stored for three years and destroyed after that time. Information
provided to volunteer for phase two or enter the Amazon gift card drawing will be separated
from the rest of the data. All data will be stored in the student investigator’s password protected
computer, and no unauthorized individuals will have access to the data. However, the IRB or
other officials who are mandated by federal regulations to enforce protection of human subjects
may have access the data in case of an audit.
However, given that the surveys can be completed from any computer (e.g., personal, work,
school), we are unable to guarantee the security of the computer on which you choose to enter
your responses. As a participant in our study, we want you to be aware that certain "key logging"
software programs exist that can be used to track or capture data that you enter and/or websites
that you visit.
Participants in phase two interviews will be assigned a letter identity, which will allow for
anonymity of responses. Identifiers will be stored separately. No participant names or
institutional affiliations will be included in any resulting publications of this study. Furthermore,
the participant has the option to select a location for interviews to take place. Interviews should
only take place in locations where the participant feels they are able to answer questions in a safe
and private manner. The participant may select to have their interview conducted via Zoom,
FaceTime, telephone, or face- to-face based on participant and researcher preference, comfort,
and safety considerations.
Data will be stored for three years and destroyed after that time. All interviews will be recorded
and transcribed, then stored on a password protected computer. All study data and interview
recordings/transcriptions will be stored on the password protected computer and deleted three
years following the conclusion of the study. All data will be stored in the student investigator’s
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password protected computer, and no unauthorized individuals will have access to the data.
However, the IRB or other officials who are mandated by federal regulations to enforce
protection of human subjects may have access the data in case of an audit. It is possible that
other people may need to see the information we collect about you. These people work for the
University of South Dakota, National Athletic Trainers’ Association (NATA), and other agencies
as required by law or allowed by federal regulations. The NATA is assisting in the completion
of this research study through the distribution of the surveys to the associated members. This is a
free resource available to all NATA members. If you tell us something that makes us believe
that you or others have been or may be physically harmed, we may report that information to the
appropriate agencies.
How will we compensate you for being part of the study?
Participants have the option to enter the drawing for one of five $10 Amazon gift cards. Entry is
optional. Participants can each enter the drawing once and will not be allowed to win more than
one gift card. Participants must complete the survey and provide contact information in order to
be eligible for the drawing. Participants do not have to volunteer for phase two interviews to
qualify for the drawing. Participants of phase two interviews will receive a separate gift card as
compensation for their time. You may withdraw from the study at any time; however,
completion of the survey is required to be eligible for the gift card drawing.
Your Participation in this Study is Voluntary
It is totally up to you to decide to be in this research study. Participating in this study is
voluntary. Even if you decide to be part of the study now, you may change your mind and stop at
any time. You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer.
Contact Information for the Study Team and Questions about the Research
The researchers conducting this study are Dr. Moses Ikiugu and Ms. Nicole Glasgow. You may
ask any questions you have now. If you later have questions, concerns, or complaints about the
research please contact Ms. Nicole Glasgow at nicole.glasgow@coyotes.usd.edu or Dr. Moses
Ikiugu at moses.ikugu@usd.edu or (605)658-6377 during the day.
If you have questions regarding your rights as a research subject, you may contact The
University of South Dakota- Office of Human Subjects Protection at (605) 658-3743. You may
also call this number with problems, complaints, or concerns about the research. Please call this
number if you cannot reach research staff, or you wish to talk with someone who is an informed
individual who is independent of the research team.
Your Consent
Before agreeing to be part of the research, please be sure that you understand what the study is
about. Keep a copy of this document for your records. If you have any questions about the study
later, you can contact the study team using the information provided above.
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